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Issue Brief  
 
 

Reducing Migrants’ Vulnerability to Natural Disasters through Disaster Risk Reduction Measures  

 Including Migrants in Disaster Prevention, Preparedness, Response and Recovery Efforts  

Lorenzo Guadagno, International Organization for Migration  

 

OVERVIEW 

 
What is the MICIC Initiative? 
The Migrants in Countries in Crisis 
(MICIC) Initiative is a State-led 
undertaking, co-chaired by the 
Philippines and the United States, 
which seeks to improve the ability 
of States and other stakeholders, to 
prepare for, respond to, and protect 
the dignity and rights of migrants 
caught in countries in situations of 
acute crisis. When countries 
experience such crises—conflicts or 
natural disasters—migrants may 
not be accounted for in response 
mechanisms and may need specific 
support to find safety and rebuild 
their lives. The Initiative examines 
the roles and responsibilities of 
States, civil society, international 
organizations, the private sector, 
and migrants before, during, and 
after a crisis.  
For more information, visit the 
MICIC Initiative website at 
http://micicinitiative.iom.int/. 

Migrants increasingly represent a sizable component of modern societies 
and communities, one that cannot be ignored in efforts to promote well-
being and resilience. But they are often disproportionally affected by 
natural disasters. There are numerous examples of targeted efforts by 
governments and other relevant actors to include migrants in disaster 
risk reduction activities. However, in affluent and less affluent countries 
alike, migrants still face a variety of barriers to accessing information, 
resources, and opportunities, which reduce their ability to prevent, 
mitigate, prepare for, cope with, and recover from natural disasters. 
 
Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) includes all efforts and activities that aim 
to prevent, reduce, and manage the impacts of hazards, thus 
strengthening the resilience and well-being of individuals and 
communities. 
 
DRR requires all-of-society engagement and partnership that address 
social, political, economic, cultural, physical and environmental factors 
that create risk. This Issue Brief focuses specifically on actions that 
reduce migrants’ vulnerability through their improved inclusion within 
disaster risk reduction, and in particular in preparedness, response and 
recovery systems.  
 
Relevant efforts by States and other actors include creating mechanisms 
to address language barriers, increasing risk awareness, improving 
access to disaster relief and recovery assistance, and promoting the 
active participation of migrants in DRR. Based on the examples provided 
below, this Issue Brief recommends some ways to more effectively 
reduce the vulnerability of migrants in the face of natural hazards 
through efforts undertaken before, during, and after disasters. In doing 
so, it highlights how underlying conditions of marginalization and 
exclusion can hamper risk reduction efforts targeting migrants and how 
migrants can actively participate in DRR activities and contribute to the 
resilience of communities and societies through their knowledge, skills 
and capacities. 
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MIGRATION, ENVIRONMENT AND 
CLIMATE CHANGE ACTIVITIES 

Decoding the nexus: Understanding environmental 
migration

From IOM’s perspective, most migration scenarios involve a range of factors, and 
it is sometimes difficult to isolate environmental and climate change triggers from 
political, social, economic and other aspects. Environmental and climate change 
drivers play a significant and increasingly determinative role in shaping human 
mobility:

(a) Environmental  factors have always been a cause of migration.
(b) People flee to survive natural disasters or when faced with harsh and 

deteriorating environmental conditions.
(c) Climate change is expected to intensify sudden- and slow-onset disasters and 

gradual environmental degradation.
(d) Environmental migration involves cases of either forced or voluntary 

movements that are not easily distinguishable.
(e) Migration is increasingly considered as an adaptation strategy, allowing 

populations to cope with environmental factors – for example, temporary 
migration and remittances can open up alternative sources of income and 
reduce reliance on the environment for subsistence.
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Programmatic activities on migration, 
environment and climate change 

Putting the migration, environment and climate nexus into 
practice

Migration, climate change and the environment present a complex set of cross-
cutting issues that are of growing importance for all of IOM’s activities. With increasing 
awareness of climate change and the role of environmental factors in shaping 
migration trends and patterns, these issues are greatly becoming mainstreamed 
across the whole of IOM’s portfolio. Environmental migration is considered across 
thematic areas of work – migration and development, labour migration, migration 
health, emergency response and post-crisis recovery – as well as across institutional 
activities, for example, policy, research, operations and communication. Since 2000, 
more than 750 projects have been funded and implemented worldwide in the 
context of IOM’s response to environmental migration, demonstrating that creative 
solutions exist for communities affected by environmental degradation and climate 
change and that migration does not have to be a “last resort” solution but also a 
positive driver for change. 

Below are some examples of IOM projects on environmental migration.
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2013 SURVEY ON 
ENVIRONMENTAL MIGRATION  

In spring 2013, IOM conducted a survey on environmental migration among its 
Missions worldwide. The aim of this exercise was:

• To assess the relevance of the issue of migration related to environment and 
climate change across countries; 

• To measure the level of importance of environmental migration among other 
priorities in IOM offices worldwide; 

• To assess existing data on this topic available in IOM offices in the field. 

The survey was conducted as part of the preparatory work for a forthcoming ICP 
publication, the first Atlas on Environmental Migration, bringing together data, 
case studies and analysis of environmental migration, and related problems, 
issues, as well as opportunities.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Climate change and disasters have had far reaching 
impacts on human security in Pacific Islands, especially 
in atoll countries. Future projections of global warming 
indicate that such trends are likely to continue without 
marked increases in global mitigation and adaptation 
efforts. Climate change and disasters may interact with 
these mobility drivers that already characterize the 
region. Such movement can be broadly categorized 
as migration, displacement and relocation, which 
may be internal or cross-border, with varied degrees 
of permanence. While some people proactively 
seek migration options to adapt to climate change, 
others may be forced to move. To mitigate risks of 
displacement, governments and communities are also 
considering planned relocation as a coping strategy. 
As the nexus of climate change and mobility becomes 
better understood through availability of research and 
data, recognition of this issue has increased in global, 
regional and national policy. 

Several global policy frameworks on climate change, 
disaster risk reduction and migration highlight the 
unique human rights challenges that movement in the 
context of climate change and disasters creates, and 
make recommendations for governments to pursue 

© International Organization for Migration (IOM)

ENHANCING PROTECTION AND EMPOWERMENT OF MIGRANTS 
AND COMMUNITIES AFFECTED BY CLIMATE CHANGE
AND  DISASTERS IN THE PACIFIC REGION

action at national and regional levels. Similarly, core 
policy initiatives in the Pacific, such as the Framework 
for Resilient Development in the Pacific and the Boe 
Declaration, reiterate the need to protect individuals 
and communities most vulnerable to climate change 
impacts, related displacement and migration through 
targeted national and regional policies, including by 
examining opportunities provided by regional labour 
migration schemes. 

This background paper has two purposes. First, it 
will provide a summary of key information that will 
assist with identifying common policy and legal gaps 
on climate change and disaster-related migration, 
displacement and planned relocation. Secondly, it will 
examine different options that the region may consider 
to ensure the protection of climate change affected 
migrants and communities. Overall it is expected to 
guide discussions during the Pacific Regional Policy 
Dialogue held under the joint-agency programme, 
Enhancing Protection and Empowerment of Migrants 
and Communities Affected by Climate Change and 
Disasters in the Pacific region, also known as the  
Pacific Climate Change Migration and Human Security 
(PCCMHS) programme.  

1 Prepared by Sabira Coelho, PCCMHS Programme Manager, IOM Fiji with assistance from ESCAP and inputs from PCCMHS implementing agencies, ILO and OHCHR. 
The author acknowledges all the valuable inputs received from Technical Advisory Group members, the academic community and donors of the PCCMHS programme in 
developing this paper 
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Les défis

analyse

S ous les effets de ces changements, de nombreuses 
communautés risquent de subir une dégradation nette 
de leurs conditions de vie, pouvant amener à des mi-

grations hors des régions touchées, voire à des déplacements 
forcés. Si la mise en place de mesures d’adaptation est encore 
possible, elle est souvent hors de portée pour les États en déve-
loppement, rendant les communautés et les pays les plus tou-
chés, notamment en Afrique, particulièrement vulnérables.

Africa and the 
Rising Oceans:
What Consequences?
Rising sea levels are one of the more marked 
expected consequences of climate change for 
they threaten many territories and human ins-
tallations, or even in some cases small island 
States or entire countries with disappearance.

U nder the effects of these climate changes, many com-
munities risk sustaining a clear deterioration of 
their living conditions which could lead to migra-

tions outside the impacted regions, or to forced displace-
ments. While the implementation of adaptation measures is 
still possible, it is often out of reach for developing States, 
making the most affected communities and countries, in par-
ticular in Africa, particularly vulnerable.

La montée du niveau de la mer 
est l’une des conséquences 
prévues les plus marquantes 
du changement climatique, 
car elle menace de disparition 
de nombreux territoires et 
installations humaines, voire, 
dans le cas de certains petits 
États insulaires, de pays entiers.

L’Afrique face à la 
montée des océans :

quelles conséquences ?
analysis

Par Daria Mokhnacheva, 
spécialiste thématique en 
migration, environnement 
et changement climatique à 
l’Organisation internationale pour 
les migrations (OIM)*.
By Daria Mokhnacheva, 
topical specialist in migration, 
the environment and climate 
change at the International 
Organization for Migrations 
(IOM)*.

Photo ci-dessus :
Village de pêcheurs à Cape Coast, au 
Ghana. Selon une étude de l’université 
du Ghana parue en 2011, le pays devrait 
connaître de plus en plus d’inondations 
dues à la montée du niveau des océans, 
avec un recul de plus de 200 mètres 
des lignes côtières qui affectera les sites 
industriels et naturels et entraînera 
des épidémies, des déplacements de 
populations, une perte de terres ainsi 
qu’une baisse des prises et des revenus 
de la pêche. (© Art Olympic)

Above:
Fishing village in Cape Coast, Ghana. 
According to a study by the University 
of Ghana published in 2011, the country 
should experience more and more 
flooding due to rising sea levels with 
the erosion of more than 200 meters of 
the coast line that will affect industrial 
and natural sites and lead to epidemics, 
the displacement of populations, loss 
of land and a drop in catches and 
revenues from fishing. (© Art Olympic)

Diplomatie - octobre 2016
Sécurité maritime et développement en Afrique58

L’Afrique face à la
montée des océans : 
quelles conséquences ?  
Diplomatie Spécial 
Sécurité Maritime en 
Afrique
2016/5 pages
French/English

The Role of International
Organization for Migration in
the International Governance
of Environmental Migration
Organizational 
Perspectives on 
Environmental Migration, 
Routledge, London
2016/242 pages
ISBN 978-1-138-93966-0 (hbk)
ISBN 978-1-315-67480-3 (ebk)
English

Climate Change and 
Labour: Impacts of Heat 
in the Workplace
2016/36 pages
English

Les défis du changement 
climatique au XXIe siècle: 
Migrants Climatiques
2016/French

Research Handbook on 
Climate Change, Migration 
and the Law
2017/English

Water and Migration: 
How Far Would You Go 
For Water?
2017/12 pages
English

Diversité du phénomène

analyse
Par Mariam Traore 
Chazalnoel, experte 
associée, et Dina Ionesco, 
chef de la division 
« Migration, environnement 
et changement climatique » 
de l’Organisation 
internationale pour les 
migrations (OIM) (1).

L a question migratoire, d’une part, exemplifiée par 
l’actuelle crise des réfugiés et migrants en Europe, et 
les problématiques liées au climat et à l’environne-

ment, d’autre part, symbolisées par la récente conclusion de la 
grande conférence sur le climat à Paris en décembre 2015 
(COP21), sont deux enjeux contemporains qui prennent une 
place bien visible dans un monde globalisé. L’étude de ces deux 
domaines soulève des interrogations à plusieurs niveaux poli-
tiques, sociaux et humains.

Qui sont les migrants climatiques ?
Tout d’abord, il est important de rappeler que les migrations 

environnementales ont toujours existé en réponse aux catas-
trophes naturelles ou aux rigueurs croissantes d’environne-
ments en dégradation. 

La célèbre photo de Dorothea Lange prise en 1936, « Mère 
migrante », symbole de la Grande Dépression américaine, 
représente une famille de migrants fuyant la sécheresse de 
l’Oklahoma à la recherche d’emplois en Californie. Migrations 
internes vers des régions plus clémentes dans l’espoir de trou-
ver un emploi pour faire vivre sa famille, pauvreté des migrants 
et difficultés à accéder aux services de base, questions d’inté-
gration dans les communautés d’accueil, place des femmes : les 
enjeux de l’époque autour des migrations environnementales et 
climatiques restent d’actualité dans notre monde en mutation.
Les populations concernées par le changement climatique et 
environnemental adoptent des stratégies de mobilité différentes 
selon les événements auxquels elles sont confrontées. Il s’agit 
ainsi de distinguer les catastrophes naturelles et climatiques, 
telles que cyclones et inondations, des dégradations lentes de 

Les questionnements autour des migrations climatiques et 
environnementales sont nombreux et complexes. Quelles sont les 

incidences sur la sécurité des personnes et des pays, où situer le problème 
de la protection des frontières, quels sont les liens avec les notions de 
développement durable et de développement économique, comment 

limiter l’impact des grandes catastrophes environnementales ?

Les migrants climatiques : 
une menace exponentielle ?

Photo ci-dessus :
Deux enfants rentrent 
de l’école au Village des 
rapatriés de Cité Soleil, l’une 
des zones les plus pauvres et 
les plus densément peuplées 
d’Haïti, régulièrement 
inondée en raison de 
l’élévation progressive 
du niveau des océans. 
(© Alessandro Grassani/OIM)
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