Routledge International
Handbook of Social and
Environmental Change

Edited by Stewart Lockie,
David A. Sonnenfeld and
Dana R. Fisher

20/¥
! Routledge

1i'||‘h-|ﬁl1m|:i'¢.|p
L CRO AR REW YOHK



12

Environmental migration
Nature, society and population movement

Anthony Oliver-Smith

Migration, whether permanent or temporary, has long been a response or survival strascgy
for people experiencing environmental change (Hugo 1996). Throughowt human existence,
sdapeing w environmental Auctuasons, sometimes expressed in ‘natuel’ dissten, Bas been a
consisent necesity for societies around the world. In some cases, migration has been seen as an
adaptive option. Environmental changes have opened up new, more inviting prospects in other
climes, Indecd, anatomically modern humans migraved from Africa in the middle Palasolithic as
the northen regions of the world warmed in the lae Pleistocene (Templeton 2002}, In other
cases, environmental changes propelled the abandonment of environments, The bt fee age,
between 22,000 and 10,000 years ago, saw the depopulation of much of Nosthem Europe, Asia
and Nerth Amenica (Simnger 1992), In addition, seasonal envirommental fuctations guided
the movements of Nealithic huntens and githeren o they harvested both planss and aniemals.
Among the complex societies of prehistory, changes in rinfill regime over a 20-year span
contributed to the mussive depopulation of the Yucatan peninsuly (Medina-Elizalde and
Reohling 2012).

Monetheles, the role of environtent in magration, particularly in the modem era, cannot be
teduced to 2 simple cause and effect relationship. In mose circumsances, environmental, social,
econonyc and political forces combined to increase the risk of uprooting for many velnerable
popubitions in exposed regions. I recent hastory, for example, the Great Flood of 1927 in the
lower Missisppi Valley displiced neady 700,000 people, approsdmately 330,000 of whom
were African Americans whe were subsequently interned in 154 relief "concentration camps’,
where they were forced to wark. However, the flood and it aftermath were only some of many
reasons for Afnican Americans to leave the South (Barry 1997: 417}, Dust bowl magrations o
Califormia weee due a5 much o the economic depression of the 19305 as they were to drough
{Egan 2006]). In Hurricane Katrina, the dusplacement of hundreds of thousands of people, rsany
of them penmanensly, was duc as much to human destraction of the environment's natural pro-
tections and iadequate bocd, state and federal policy and practice as they were 1o the hurricane
stself (Eblioar and Pais 2010).

Today the inpacts of societal development are driving environmental changes that are
petentially more extreme than at any tme in recorded hastory, bringing with them a serious
potential for uprooting large numbers of people. The complex mterplay of social and econonic

142




Environmental migration

@ictors in the environment has resulted in greater environmental change and vulnerability of
people to those changes. The linkages between environment and society have grown ever more
complex, making it difficult to speak of direct environmental causality in human migration.
The relationship between environmental change and migration i1s embedded 1n the complex-
«v of both and in the nature of causality between such complex phenomena. And, as with all
things human, culture and society play crucial mediating roles between a population and the
environment it inhabits (or leaves) (Oliver-Smith 2009). Indeed, local culture derived from
“ved experience with their surroundings is fundamental to understanding how environmental
change is perceived, responded and adapted to (Enfield and Morris 2012).

The 1ssue of environment and migration is among the most discussed and debated dimen-
wons of the impact of global environmental change on human beings. The contingent nature
o7 prediction of environmental impacts, the complex question of causality, the elusive nature of
“ennitional issues, the vast disparities in predictions of numbers of people to be affected, and the
overall complexity of human—environment relations, all present serious challenges to researchers
smempting to analyse the relationship between environment and migration.

Environmental change and the potential for displacement and migration

Axhough environmental change does take place through natural disturbances and cycles
Holling 1994), the enormous impact of modern industrial societies on the environment over
“e last 200 years is especially well documented. The structure and organization of Western
“conomic institutions, in particular, ideologically buttressed by concepts of the human domina-
=on and rational control of nature, essentially entrained a process of global environmental trans-
“srmation. The result of embracing the rationality of pursuing self-interest in the use of natural
w=wurces and the mobilization of human labour has been unprecedented extremes of wealth
w4 poverty, unprecedented levels of environmental destruction and the rapid amplification of
woaially constructed vulnerability (Oliver-Smith 2002).
Through misguided or various forms of direct and indirect coercion, human exploitation
. the environment has severely impacted many environments. Most recently, the Millennium
Eoosystem Assessment (MA 2005a) concluded that 15 of 24 assessed ecosystem services were
“wng degraded or used unsustainably, with serious effects for poor, resource-dependent com-
wunities. Among the issues the MA calls attention to is the fact that 10 to 20 per cent of drylands
e already degraded, affecting as many as two billion people. Increasing pressure on dryland
ssvstems will affect the provision of ecosystem services such as food, and water for humans,
“wmstock, irrigation and sanitation. There will likely be increases in water scarcity, as well, due
climate change in highly populated regions that are already under water stress. Droughts are
~o Increasing 1n frequency and their continuous reoccurrence can overwhelm community
ing capacities. When coping capacities and adaptation strategies of communities are over-
e by the loss of ecosystem services, droughts and loss of land productivity can act as triggers
the movement of people from drylands to other areas (MA 2005b; Renaud and Bogardi
*7: Warner et al. 2010).
Furthermore, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC 2007a, 2007b) asserts
wr human-induced factors are generating significant increases in temperatures around the
d, producing increases in the rate of sea level rise, increases in glacial, permafrost, Arctic and
wrctic ice melt, more rainfall in specific regions of the world and worldwide, more severe
ghts in tropical and subtropical zones, increases in heatwaves, changing ranges and inci-
. «ces of diseases and more intense hurricane and cyclone activity. Data from the Emergency
ents Database (EM-DAT) at the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters
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(CRED 2008} suggess that foods, droughts, sorm surges and ocher namural and sechinological
agents are impacting greater numbers of people and increxing damages globally, although fasali-
tiei are reportedly on the decline (CRED 2008}, The real and potential impacts of these changes
are also predicred to generate natural and social processes that represent a sgnificant potential to
displice large numbers of people, obliging them to migrace as mdividuals and Bamilies or perma-
nently displacing them and/or relocating them a5 communities,

The ‘nature’ of socio-ecological systems

Partially a5 3 resule of chese intedlinked changes, it is an increasingly accepted scientific enet
that nuture and society are no longer seen a3 separste inferacting entitkes, but rather a5 mute-
ally constituting components of 3 single system, often referred to a5 3 socio-ccological system,
Understanding environmental change and s effecs, such a5 popubiton displicement and
migration, therefore requires recognition that nawere and society are inseparable, esch impli-
cated in the life of the other, each contributing w the redlience and vulnerabiliny of the other
[OHiver=3mirh 2002, Some have suggested char human action pow dominates and that we are
living in a new gealogical epoch referred 1o as the Anchropocens (Craszen and Stoermer 2000,
Vitowsek et al, 19497), Global climage change, driven by exces production of greenbouse gases,
would appear to support that ssernon, In efect, for all intenss and purposes, natural proceses
are now in ingeraction with social processes in the production of global and specific valner-
ability, environments and problens, The recognition of the human influcnce on global climarce
patterms now confinms thar buman acgon both puspasefally and inadvementy shapes nansral
systens into human constructed, although nos entrely contrelled, environmienes. Human action
nexwithstanding, hovwever, we sl have 1o contensd with forces within nature, albeit inflected
Frnfnnl.l.n:ﬂ':,r by husnan proceacs, that I'."!ﬂl'l.}' transcend any social effars o tansform or control,
The agency of a nature that has been 'Frn-fuur:ldl].' wcialized :nrnplql;.;hn an :.d:q_l.ql:l: theonzation
of the relanonship between environment and migration. Developing an appropriate theorencal
framework for this task 15 difficult because the behaviour of socio-ecolegical systems cannot be
undenstood unless both sides are treated s endogenous {Kotwchen and Young 2007: 1300

The endogeneity of both ddes i3 the challenge. Both society and natuee are highly itesac-
v, incofporating dimensions of the other in their own processes. Therelore, environmertal
fearures and ecological processes = wich o camthquakes, hurricanss, Aoods, soil erovion or climane
change = must be recogmized as fesnures of social life; and social and cultural elements = such
racism, religion and politics or commiodicies, land markes and cumency circulation = myst be
seen a5 functioning ecologically (Harvey 1996: 397,

The endogencity of socio-ccobogical sstenn Rinther complicates seeking single-agent, direct
causaliey in the environment, sance it toids o elide che fGee teg environmieneal fesources, a5 well
a hazands, are always channelled for people through sedal, cconomic and political instinutions and
practices. Thus, it s difficuls o point w the environment, even in natural agent dissgens, as the
sngle cause of anything, Secking single-agens causality vo such complex phenomena would seem
a doomed effort in any context, By the mme woken, ciminating environment fictos a5 the single
cause of forced migrasion hardly wasrangs discounting thens as past of 3 multiplicity of interscting
driven, or in somse ciscs the trggening event, that combine to gevnerate forced migration.

Debating environmental migration

Despive the fen that the realiy of environmental change, and specifically climiate change, i
penerally accepred, the impacts of acteal and projected effecs are still much debared in bath

T4




Errvironmental migration

scientific and political forums. There 1 comiderable uncertaingy about local manzfestatsons of
global eavironmental change and what necessary adjpatments wall be induced in natural and
hunan systerns (Dessai et al. 2007: 1). The uncermingy, in fice, charactenizes the probiem bath
at the level of physical impaces and at the level of respomses and adapeations human com-
munitics. Indeed, the projecred effecn of environmental change, pamacularly as they pertain to
specific hunun communities, have entered as much o pabiical controversy as they luve into
scadenuc and scientific delbare,

The research and scholarship focusing on the relaionship between environmcnt and migra-
tion is shot through with controveny duc to this wncenainty, centring largely around the
wses of prediceed numbers, appropriate tenminalogy for people upreored by environment and
the political implications of both research and policy pertaming to environmentally displaced
people. There i comiderable debare about whag exacthy constituzes an environmentally induced
move and Tow o measure and explain it. The actual processes through which muajor populs-
tion dislocations might occur are still only partially undentood (Adamo 2008: Z). The United
Mations High Cemmissioner for Refugees (UNHCR. 2009 4] sees Bve displacement sornanos
canerging in the near farure: hydrometeorelogical disssters, population removal from high risk
areas, environmental degradation, the submergence of small ishind seates andd vislent contlect,

However, sone scholars assert that it & eroneois o attnbute causality to the enviramnent,
since migration i always the result of mulple fcrom, including secial, economac and political
1 well as emvironmental forces, undencoring the fict that hunun demographic movement is
both a sacial and an ecological pheromenon, both impacted by and impacung the environment
(Black 2001: Castles 2002; Kibrach 1997). There are legal objections to the tenm “environieen-
tal refugee’. The 1951 United Nagioms Convention Reelating o the Status of Refigess legally
defined a ‘refisgee “as 3 penson who flees their country of nationalicy fer fear of persecurion based
on race, religion, nationality, ethnic or social group or political opinion, People diplaced by
environmental causes do not qualify under the UN convention defistion of refugee. Moreover,
crigies also fear that applying the term “refagee” to environmentally displiced people will sk
the political causes of dasplacement and allow states 1o evade therr obligaion to provide asylum.
Other schelars objeet to the term politically, because of instances when the term “refugee’ has
nourished xenophobic and racist perspectives, pointing to the fear of climate-induced migranon
that has recently cotered European and MNorth Amencan political discourse (Harmnsinn 20iFE
Wisner W),

Complexity and causality in environment and migration

While the substance of all these awertions, both pro and con, on environmental migranon,
may be questioned, the concerns they express are valid and reflect the difficulmes of develeping
appropriate political, policy and practical responses for environmentally displaced peoples in the
near furure, The relstionship between environment and nuigration & far from bneas or serakght-
forward and undertanding it presents a number of conceptual challenges, These challenges are
embedded in the conplexity of the relationship berween social and ecological systens and in the
natuire of causality hetween such complex phenonsena. It is alio clear thar the ‘environmental
refugee” controversy it both highly charged and deeply embedded in the way complex hunn—
environment relations are understood by scholuns, politicians and the general pablic.

The complexity of socio-ecological systenis and environmental nigration necessanly obliges
us to deal with the issue of causality, Causality is a much-discussed and ~dispured concepe whose
mathenatical and philosophical parametens have been debated since Aristatle, Direct relstion-
ships of cassality are hard 10 come by. In the stricrest sense of the word, if A canses B, then
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A st :]mr: e l'nl.luwd.'h’:,r B. In common parl:nn.-, when we sajf A cawees B, s in smoking

capses cancer, what we should really sy o that smoking causes an increase in the probabidity of
B (Spmes et al, 2004} In other words, A increases the mk of B, In this case radical envaronmen-

ital l,'I'ﬂ.l'l.ﬂ,E inereaies the nik of ﬂi.l.phﬂ:n'brnt and the incsdence nfrn.i.ﬂ;l:lliﬁu. Mi.gnli.l}ﬂ research

h:n :I1.-ml|.'|:| thut ll'u: redsnns: fnr n:.i.p:ti.-nrl are |1.'|E|'I.|1,r :mnpl:'!t. aficn :m'rlbidling F hl‘.it!‘,' al
secial, economac, demographic and polincal ficton, acting either to push or pull, and sonsctimes

both, people from their onging location towards another. In effect, dnvers may be multple

and often interrwined. The complexsty of our social and psychelogical makeup makes reducing

harman behaviour v single causes always risky,

A finer-grained understanding of both environmental forces and their effecos must be based
on an approach chat recognizes the environment a5 a socially medisted context expenenced
by people both postvely and negagively just as society expresses stelf envirenmentally both
posatively and negatively, Particulacly in climate change, people wall be displaced by a set of
processes created and deiven by human agency, specifically massive production of greenhouse
gascs that have entrained a series of processes that are ansforming global climate and therefore
namure, The facy thar these procewses manifest themselves in and 23 events that transpire in the
envitonments that we live in or im ways that ke the form of natural processes (wind, rain,
droughs, erosion, ec,) obscures their partial hunan onging, Under no creunstinces should
they be interpreted a5 patural. They are most cemainly environmental processes that combane
human and natural forces and features,

Environment and the multiple drivers of migrations

Ini effecy, rather than rving to identify and solate environmental fctors as angle dnvers, the more
relevant tuk hs becomes :n.:l].':i.ni thie male that envaronmental Boton ]!hg.r along with other
political, economic, demographic and social dovers of migraton (Black et al. 2011). Econonac
drivers, perhaps most often gven the grestest importance, can act as both push facton, where
bocal livelihoods or employment become reduced, or pull Bctors, where economic activities are
more vital in ather regions. Cleardy environmental facton, whether in the form of local hazard
umpact or better covironment services availability ebewhere can interact with economic driv-
er to provoke migraton. Similady, political ficton that run the gamut Tom policies 1o reduce
social services 1o the breakout of war can degrade environments inducing people to migrate,
Demographic fctors also may connibute to migranon through increasng densaties on avail-
able bind, reducing surplis carrying capasity and sresing envirenmental services, Social and
cultural festures may cncourage migration, i well. The so-called “bright hgho' theory refers
to the artractions that urban environmsenss represent for rurad people who desire o engage 1n
more contemporary lifestyles (Byedee 1974}, And finadly, environmental evenes and processes
may also drive migration, The impact of natural hazard occurrence. such as Hurricane Mitch in
Honduras, which uprooted thousands, many of whom migrated to the United States in 1998, In
SOHTAE GRS ETRETEEncy evacuation either before or after 3 hazard event can result in permanent
mnigration, such s ocourred in Hurricane Kamina. Slower onset processes such as droughts have
also stimilaved variows soms of migration in Africa, in some cases leading to the sedentariza-
tion of nomadic pastorabist populations, and in others wming seisonal adaptive migrations into
permaneit resettlement (Kenny 2002: Mermmaan 1982}, Moreover, many envitonoeental
imypacts that uproot people ane often shown to be far from naturally generared, bue rather have
thar engns in haman palicic and practess, & the envaronmental dessrsction in Mew Chleans
tragically demomstrated in Hummcane Karoina, Indeed, in human communities environmental
factors are always mediated dirough social franses.
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Therefore, Black’s (2001) critique that emphasizing environmental factors dimanishes the
role played by pelitical and economic facsorns in migranion 1 well taken, and coincides with the
viewpaint of most disaster researchers today that haghlights the political or economic foroes
thas together with natural agents produce disssters or, for that mateer, any forced mgration that
uight ensue. In the fice of such complesty then, the question thus becomes how causality
is 1o be reckoned. Hilhorst (2004) comends that the face that disasters involve the interaction
of mubtiple adaptive subsystems within social and natural systems renders them acutely unpre-
dictable in their development and owmcome, if not entirely o in their oocurence, We now
abdenstand that most environmental changes, particulardy those generated by climate change,
are skmilar,

Elusive definitions

Compounding the complexity of socio-ecological systems and the often intenwined causal
fuctors of migration, the filure to reach a consens definsnon of environmental migration has
further impaired effiorts co diminish the uncerainty that surrounds the isue. Since the 1980,
rescarchen have linked the isue of environmental change with hunan migration. desgnating
a5 “environmental migrants’, ‘environmeneal refugees’, “climate migrants’, or ‘emvironmentally
displaced peoples’, people who are forced to leave their homes, emporanly or permancatly,
due to the threat, imgact or effects of a hazard or environmental change. There have been many
amempes at definitron, but none has fully succeeded in beang generally accepred. Withour the
paraieters of an cuablished definition, it & diffcult to sare whether migrating populations are
sctually environmental migrants or, for exanple, economic migrants. Most of the defiitions
offered in the litersmre address the e of an environmensal daroption, wheher a swdden
disaster from the occurrence of 3 natural hazsrd or 3 dower omset process of roource degrada-
tion of cither natural or anthropogenic ofgin, There has alo been debate over the appropoate
terminology to use. Are environmentally uproored people refugees (soe below) or migranss, or
deaster victins?

The disparate causes of environmental migration, including dissers, environmental deg-
radation, contaminstion and clinate change, as well as the different forms and trajectories
the migratory process may take, have provesd challenging o bracket wathin one overarching
definition. Sonte researchers are reluctant o include migrant who were cemporanly displaced
and these who permanently relocated in the sume category. Further dutinctions have been
drawn berween those who leave volunanly and those whe are forced w migrate. Okthers have
ahjected to the inclusion in one category of disaster vactins and people displaced by environ-
mental degradation. While the authors whe have advanced definitions for environmentally
displaced people number more than a doren, the following are representative. El-Himnawa
(1985), who fist coined the term ‘environmental refugee’, used it to describe people who
had been temporarily displaced, these who had been permunentdy displiced and those who
migrated because their hone enviromment no longer could susesin basic needs. Myers (2002)
defined environmeneal refugees as people who can no longer gain a secure livelibood in
their homelands because of drought, soil erosion, desertfication, deforestation and other
environmental problens, together with the asociared problems of population pressures and
profound poverty. Renaud et al. (2007) construcred 2 typelogy of environmental migrants
that divtinguishes berween: (1) an environmentally movared migrant who chooses 1w leave
a steadily deteriorating environment to pre-cmpt the wont cutcome; (2} an environmentally
forced migrant who muost leave to avoid the worst outcome; and (3} those who nust Bee the
WioTst CARCO I,
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The dynamics of environment and migration

Moreover, efforts to define environniental migracion have difficulty accounting for the dynamics
of the process. Enviranmental changes expected to pressure people to migrate may be adapred
to through social and cultural means, thereby avoiding the uprooting proces. Culmres around
the word have adapted to the seasonal environmentsl Bucruations by expanding their ecolog-
cal miches, adopting "fmine foods’, msk-shanng insotwtions and seasonal wemporary nugracon
(Torry 1979). Both adapration and its relaced concept, myitigation, entsil changes in socisl,
technological and eovironmenta relations. Mitgaton & proactvely concermed with strtegies
to minamize impact and loss, and ro facilitave recovery and thus increasing the resilience of 2
society. Adaptation, on the other hand, is a procews that offers possible adjustments that may
enable people to safeguard hvelihoods and welfare,

Adaptation, however, because it is deploved in oumerows inssivetional and enviconmen-
tal contexts, i 3 complex isue, Adaptation & the fundamental concepral mems in hunsnr—
envirenment rebagons, It 5 through the process of sdapeation thae humans and natural systems
conjointly construct socio-ecological systems, or envisonments, Humans interact with and adap
i both a socio-cubiural {insttutiona]) emaronment o well 23 3 nateral enviconment, That i,
our institutions are at once part of our overall adspaation, but nust be adapred o as well. These
local circumstances of both natural and social neture are the basis of 3 community's ability
mtigate or adapt to environmenital change to avosd displacement or migration,

When used i the social scientific sense, adsptation refers nuinly 1© changes in belief and/
or behaviour in response to altered circumstances 1o improve the conditions of life (or sur-
vival), In that sense, adaptation in general is reactive, adjmtng primasly 1o novel conditions,
Human adaptations o environmental change are largely social erganizational and technological,
Faced wath environmental change human beings assess options, make decisons and implement
stratcgics, based on exsting knowledge and technology for exploming an environment’s energy
potenimals, or where they are lacking, for abandonimg it (Benmett 1996; Haolling 1994),

Estimating the hard-to-count

Ome of the complicaions of the bok of 3 comenian definition s the enormous disparity in st
of people who have been, or wall be, displaced by the effects of environmentl change, Eximares
are 3 least in parc contingent on how environmental migration i defined and who will fall under
a given definition. The rnge of estimates i comsaderable, as illusaraced in Table 12,1,

Mogeover, the failure of most of those who have offered estimates to specify the methods
by which they arrived at their numben hus generaed sipnificant scientific debate and presented

Table 12,1 Estimates of people displaced by the eflects of ervirenmental change

Souwrce Estinaied displocerment
El-Hirnaswi (1985) 50 million

Almenia Sratement {1954) 135 milikon

belyers {20dk5) J00 millian

The Shern Roview (Stemn 2006) 200 million by 2050
Frignds of the Easth (2007) 200 million by 2050
Chrisidan Ak (20075 250 millian

Cilobal Musmanitarian Foram {20059) 20 millican i 2009
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policymakens with confusing dara. There is also no commonly agreed upen methodology
(Gemenne 2011). Some cstinustes are based on field repors from rebef agencies. Some are based
an populstion figures in arcas that are expericncing environmental change. Few have solid bases
tr che numbers that are sstimated. Prabably the moss reliable ﬁlﬂl-lﬂ'-'l at prescnt are [Hﬂvlfl.lt’-#d
by the International Displacement Monitoring Centre and the Norwegian Refugee Council,
which place the number of people displaced by natural disasters at over 42 million people, wsing
i haseline of events from the EM-DAT dutabase 1o produce 3 core data=set for events where
over 50,000 people were affected. Data on the displaced from each evemt 1 then soughs from
organizations involved in relief for those events (Yenotani 2001).

Most estimates of environmentally displaced people gloss over distinctions thar many of
the definitions point to, such as the differences between temporary or permanemt migration,
or between voluntary and involuntary displacement. Mor do most of the estimares establish
whether the numbers are for a given year or cumulsove for a given tnse penod. Sulll apethee
problematic dinsension i that neither the definitions nor the evimates have caprured the fcr
that meoat Peu?]n- hawe been uprooted by 2 mix of environmental with ather economic, polin-
cal, social andror demographic factors, The debate over this isuwe, with chims of milbons of
epvironmental refugees being prnﬁ,ﬂd wermn counter=claims thar the evidence is uneven,
enconvineing and counterproductive, has been active unce the 1980s. However, it is clear that
to develop adequate responses 1o these mswes and uncertainties regarding the social impacrs of
environmental change we must begin by addressing them at the mulbple levels at which they exiag,
and particulary in the comples interrelaionships between nature and society, both concepaually
and specifically as expressed in local conrexts.

Social vulnerability, environmental change and forced migration

Research on social valnerability since the 1990 has made clear that expesure to hazards alone
does ot determine where the serious effects of any hazard will mose likely be experienced
Social vulnerabdlity refers the characteristics of a person or group in terms of their capacity to
anticipate, cupe with, resisg, and recover from the impact of a natural hazard. It involves a com-
bination of factors that determiines the degree 1o which someone’s life and Livelilveed is put ac
risk by a discrete and idengifiable event in nature or society (Wisner et al, JEM).

What can we expect from finre effecss of environmental change for specific regions and
communities® To answer that question is difficult because of the numerous vartables and the
non-lineasity of their interactions. The challenge lies in determining not just absolute exposure
and abselute exposed population but specific binds and populations in different socally config-
ured conditions of realicnce or vulnerability, In fact, in many areas, conditions of vilnerahility
are accenmuating rapidly due to increasing humon induced pressures on ecosyitems. Moreover,
the vulnersbility of a nation to environmental change effects s partially a function of its level of
development and per capats income (Micholls er al, 2007: 331). Lesi-developed countries have
1 significantly higher level of vulnerability to chmare change effects.

However, the problem with ssessing the exposure of both linds and people to climate
change is thar, not only are we dealing with projected environmental change effeces, but also
with projections about various physical, socictal and infrassreotiral wajecrories inchuding green-
houwse g emissions, in the case of climate change, demographic change, magration trends,
mfrastructural development, mitgation straveggics, adaptive capacities, vulnesabilities and pat-
terms of economic change, all of which will play out in different ways, according to the political,
economic and socio-cubneral dispositions of national governments, intemational orgamnizatioos
and general populations (Makicenovic and Swart 200,
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These difficultics in cutablishing both exposure and vulnerability 1o specific localities and
population: norwithaanding, environmental change and s impacs have seriows hunan righes
emplicaticans. However, thede iniplications tend to be :.l.ﬂﬂﬂ:p:m to the human rights vieliions
that pre-dace climare change (Adger et al. 2006). The problens of Andean agro-pastoralis peas-
ant farmers or the dum dwellen of Mumbai do et seart with environmental or climate change,
buat climate change will make their problems worse by any measure, resulting in many cases in
likely displacemnent and nugration.

The politics of environmental displacement

Giiven the increasing urgency in global climate change predictions and the expansion of hazards
and disasters that threaten o generate popubition displacemiens, the debate on environmental
migraskon has not only sharpeaed, but has acquired polinical overtones. Despise the amention
that the issue of environmental displacement has gamered in recent years, there are no legally
binding internationally recognized imtruments that pemain to the needs of people displaced by
environmental causes. Recognition of this lack has prompeed a number of propouls for appro-
priate forms of governance pertaining to environmentally displaced peoples (Biermann and Boas
2010; Keivurova 2007}, Recognizing the problem of complicating the stans of legally defined
refugees, these proposals ange against including environmentally displaced peoples under the
1951 Geneva Convention Reliting to the Status of Refugees, Instead, they propose new begal
insrument designed specifically to addrew the needs of environmentally displaced peoples.

There are other political objections to the linkages being made berween environment s
migration. Some rescarchen have concerns that the term “environmental refuges’ is depolivicee-
ing, dehistoricizing and Malthustan (Hartmann 20047 It is febt thar its use, particularly by polici-
cal interests and the media, namuralizes these crnes, allowing socal fictors responsible to escape
respansibility, The dangers in the potential niisse of isucs of environment and migration are
unquestionable, Representations in the media of scientific Andings are frequently problemaric,
Indeed, woday in the United States, science reporting is considered to be in criss (Mooney and
Kirshenbaum 2004). In today’s jounaaliam, the more dramatically the implications of sciennfic
tudings can be framed, the better,

The isue of camality has also been manipulated by politicians for a vanety of motives,
This would not be the fint tme politics bas misused science, pamiculardy where findings are
explorstory and contingent. Environniental nugration has been wsed o alarm the developed
nations of the nonh, pirocubidy Europe and the United States, that they will be inundated
by mallions of environmentally desplaced peoples from the south. Some politicians make these
clains to generate support for anti-unmigrant pobicies, with the mage or lifeboar ethic that
is covently associated with that penpective. Others use the spectre of millions of unfortunate
refugess rshing over the US borden to generate suppon for subilizastion of greenhouse gises
aml other forms of climate change mitigation. Clearly related, the distomions that politics and
the media engage in when discusang environmennl nugraton constinute 3 serious coneern aixd
iE is incwmbent on environmsent and migration researchers 1w clinfy beues of causality when
dascussing the complexity and interrelaonships of drivers in the displacement of populations.

Conclusion

There i httle question that some environmental processes force people o migrate, but they
do not do so in a2 wao-ecological vacuwum, Both socio-nataral and technological disaseers,
sometimes in combination as recently occurred in Japan, may uproot communites by sudden
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deseruction (Button 2011). The South Asian suinami duplaced millions and Humeane Katrina
uprooted more than 1 million people and left many hundreds of thowsamnds permanenedy dis-
placed. Thear displacement, however, B not due o enveronmental causes alone, bur also 1o the
political economy of reconstruction,

In clisiige change, nature will not be displicing people, but rather an aray of human-
generated foros driven by massve production of greenhouse gases that sre transformaing global
clinate and thecefone nature, The wind, rain, drought, esodion, evc, thay displace people resem-
ble namaral fonces, bt their orgins are becoming & much human as they are namral, They
afe proccsses EEASpiAng in envirsmments thar combine hunssn and nanersl forces and features,
Therefore, although iy seemn obviows, environmental change and, particulardy, chmate
change are not things “out there” bur are fundamentally ted 1o both social and ecological pro-
cees drven by human action. Mevertheless, the binguage ofien wed to discus environmental
mdgraton continies to relfoct an interacting b sull dualste separation, elding the endogeneny
af mature aiud sociery, particuladly when discussing cassaliny,

Altlsough the recent repore from the Global Humandtarian Forom (200%) estinuseed chat a
auany a5 20 million people would be displaced by climate change in 20084, ac the moment in
mvost cases environmiental change effeces such s migration are hard o quantify, but there 1 bule
doubs thar they will make the daily challenges of survival worse for the world's most vulnerable
people. Where displacement i oocwming, it is generally the outcome of mubtple Beton, nclud-
ing envircnmensal, poliscal and economic cases. In Bor, at present the problems afflicong, for
example, people s disparate as the shum dwellens of Muomibdi or the patoralises of the hagh Andes,
are not primanily climate change, ba rather the conditions of poverty and exchudon that they are
comsigned o by the larger political economy encompasing their region, nation and the wadd,

Whike the mumbers swocated with environmentally dusplaced people are unsubstantaeed, i
wonkl be incautions to sy the least to diamass environmental migration because of the difficul-
mei in defining it or quanofying m effects, Environmental change and sugration is 3 complex
powe, but it 15 happeming. Research on environmient and mugraton i pobtcally volale and
valnerstde o mimse and mnrepresentation, but despte that i mst be taken absolutely sen-
ouly because the potential outcomes are serious, IF predictions from the TPCC {TPOC 2007a,
2007h) anad other research organizstions sre even half right, and confidence in estimates for the
degradation of fragile enwironments, sea-level rise, coastal erosion, dewrtification and other
forces thae meay displece people is considerably higher than that, then we must be prepared for
significant increases an the role envirenmental faccors will play in displacement and migranon o
the relatively near future,
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