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Abstract This article looks at how population move-

ments are addressed by the Sendai Framework for Disaster

Risk Reduction 2015–2030 (SFDRR), and highlights some

of the potential implications of the SFDRR on disaster risk

reduction (DRR) and mobility management work. The

article looks at the operational implications of the SFDRR

text and covers issues of including migrants in DRR work;

informing urban development about current and future

mobility trends; managing relocations, evacuations, and

displacement to prevent future risks and reduce existing

ones; and preparing for and managing disaster-induced

population movements to reduce the direct and indirect

impacts of natural hazards. Overall, the references to

human mobility within the SFDRR show an evolution in

the way the issue is considered within global policy dia-

logues. Both the potential of population movements to

produce risk and their role in strengthening the resilience of

people and communities are now clearly recognized. This

is an evolution of previously prevailing views of mobility

as the consequence of disasters or as a driver of risk. While

some implications of the DRR-mobility nexus might still

be missing from DRR policy, population movements are

now recognized as a key global risk dynamic.

Keywords Disaster risk reduction � Displacement �
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1 Introduction

In March 2015, the United Nations (UN) Member States

signed the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction

2015–2030 (SFDRR) (UNISDR 2015a) at the Third World

Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction in Sendai, Japan. In

June 2015, the document was formally adopted by the UN

General Assembly, and stands now as the global blueprint

for all efforts aiming to reduce the impacts of hazards on

people, communities, and societies over the next 15 years.

The post-2015 disaster risk reduction (DRR) dialogue

that culminated in the Sendai conference and in the SFDRR

took place in the context of a broader process of global

policy reform. In September 2015, a set of new sustainable

development goals (SDGs) was agreed upon (UN 2015a).

In December 2015, negotiations aiming to establish global

mechanisms for climate change mitigation and adaptation

reached a major milestone with the Adoption of the Paris

Agreement (UN 2015b) at the 21st Conference of the

Parties of the United Nations Framework Convention on

Climate Change (UNFCCC). The process towards the first

World Humanitarian Summit is underway and should

culminate in the May 2016 event with a new set of com-

mitments and actions in support of communities facing

humanitarian needs.1 A new agenda to address well-being

challenges and seize development opportunities embedded

in urbanization and urban governance should be agreed

upon by October 2016.2

All these processes have a certain degree of overlap as

they confront some of the core features and trajectories of

modern societies and development. Coordination among

the various tracks and their outcomes has been highlighted
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as one of the critical issues for the design, development,

and implementation of the upcoming global policy system

(Kelman 2015). Some attempts have been made to

acknowledge efforts in parallel tracks, and to try to pro-

mote consistency among them—see, for example, refer-

ences to the SFDRR in the SDG outcome document (UN

2015a, target 11.b) and in the preamble of the Paris

Agreement (UN 2015b). However, it is still uncertain

whether the different processes will actually result in a

coherent, mutually reinforcing set of objectives, mecha-

nisms, and means of implementation.

All these processes have recognized the importance of

issues linked with population movements. Today’s

unprecedented population flows, involving around 1 billion

people migrating within and across borders (UNDP 2009;

UNDESA 2013), tens of millions displaced by disasters

and conflicts (IDMC n.d.), and many more people moving

shorter distances and on a temporary basis (Tacoli 2013),

are a key feature of modern, globalized societies (Castles

and Miller 2009). To different extents, all these processes

have highlighted and captured the complex implications of

such movements for global well-being and risk—the access

to opportunities and resources they open up, the circulation

of ideas and wealth they underpin, and the exposure to new

and increased hazards they can result in for those moving,

as well as their home and their host communities (for an

overview of disaster risk implications of population

movements see IOM 2015a).

This might have been particularly apparent in the pro-

gress of the DRR dialogue leading to the Sendai confer-

ence. The only reference to population movements

included in the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005–2015

(HFA) (UNISDR 2005) was paragraph 19.i. It recognized

that forced population movements (whether induced by

disasters or conflicts) and efforts to address them can result

in hazard exposure and vulnerability, and called for the

management of their risk outcomes. In contrast, the dis-

cussions on the successor framework to the HFA covered a

variety of mobility-related topics, including displacement,

relocations, migration and migrants’ specific conditions of

vulnerability, as well as remittance transfers and, more in

general, migrants’ contribution to resilience.

While all these issues appeared to be highly sensitive,

the final SFDRR text integrates several elements of these

discussions and reflects a nuanced view of population

movements as a dynamic that can result in increased or

reduced hazard impacts. However, the text does not

explicitly address a number of mobility-related issues that

are fundamental to risk creation and reduction processes,

such as the role internal and international migration poli-

cies play in shaping people’s exposure and vulnerability,

the centrality of remittance transfers and household-level

translocal networks to individual and collective resilience-

building, and the need to address displacement situations to

reduce direct and indirect consequences of disasters.

That such a complex discourse has at least partly taken

hold in the SFDRR is the result of an increasing under-

standing of, and attention to, human mobility trends, fea-

tures, and outcomes within academic and policy work on

mobility, development, and the environment. This may

represent the foundation for future policy, and scientific

and operational efforts to address this complexity in a more

systematic manner. However, the more articulated reflec-

tion on this complex issue may come at the price of

reduced clarity; some of the indications given by the

SFDRR point to a variety of different implementation

options. This article aims to contribute to upcoming DRR

efforts by analyzing how human mobility is mentioned in

the SFDRR text and what the implications are of the var-

ious references to the design and implementation of con-

crete policies and programs.

2 Methodological Note

The observations included in this article are based on the

author’s direct participation in the SFDRR consultation and

drafting process. They build upon the reading of the vari-

ous iterations of the SFDRR text (in particular its pre-zero3

and zero drafts4), the review of a diverse body of academic

literature (particularly on the topics of migration and

development, and environment and migration), and the

analysis of the operational efforts carried out by the

International Organization for Migration (IOM) and other

actors in preparing for, managing, and addressing dis-

placement, managing relocations, and facilitating circular

migration and returns for risk reduction purposes (IOM

2013). The categorization of human mobility issues into the

five areas proposed below has emerged as part of advocacy

efforts by the IOM and its partners in the lead-up to the

Sendai conference, and has been used repeatedly to artic-

ulate the organization’s policy discourse on DRR.

Much of this work has used the concept of ‘‘human

mobility’’ to refer to the full spectrum of population

movements—whether voluntary or forced, assisted or

spontaneous, long- or short-term, and long- or short-dis-

tance. This is central to analytical efforts that look at

population movements as a dynamic of risk reduction and

creation—a perspective that is particularly productive for

DRR work (IOM 2015a). Throughout this article the term

‘‘human mobility’’ is used with this meaning to help

3 http://www.wcdrr.org/documents/wcdrr/Pre-zero_draft_post2015_

frmwk_for_DRR_8_August.pdf.
4 http://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/events/wcdrr/zero_draft.

pdf.
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articulate a consistent discourse, referring to its specific

manifestations (for example, migration, displacement)

when needed.

3 Including Migrants in the Design
and Implementation of DRR

The final text of the SFDRR includes three references to

articulate the need to include migrants in disaster risk

reduction and management work at all level:

Paragraph 7: governments should engage with rele-

vant stakeholders, including […] migrants […] in the

design and implementation of policies, plans and

standards (UNISDR 2015a, p. 10).

Paragraph 27(h): empower local authorities, as

appropriate, through regulatory and financial means

to work and coordinate with […] migrants in disaster

risk management at local level (UNISDR 2015a,

p. 18).

Paragraph 36(a)(vi): Migrants contribute to the resi-

lience of communities and societies and their

knowledge, skills and capacities can be useful in the

design and implementation of disaster risk reduction

(UNISDR 2015a, p. 23).

These paragraphs are based on the understanding that

migrants are a key component of modern societies. They

represent a significant share of the global population (at

least 14 %, based on the UN estimates on international and

national migrants indicated above), and a much bigger

share of the population of some of the world’s key eco-

nomic and cultural hubs—for example, about 40 % in

Auckland, NZ and Rotterdam, the Netherlands, including

only international migrants and their children, or over 30 %

in Buenos Aires, including internal and international

migrants (Juzwiak et al. 2014).

Experience has shown that migrants often present

specific patterns of vulnerability in the face of disasters,

linked to language and cultural barriers, lack of local

knowledge (including hazard awareness), reduced avail-

ability of social networks, physical and social marginal-

ization, and legal obstacles to accessing relief and recovery

assistance (Koser 2014; Weerasinghe and Taylor 2015). At

the same time, migrants do play a role in the circulation of

material and immaterial resources that underpin economic

well-being, cultural vitality, and resilience of households,

communities, and societies (IOM 2015a), and therefore

need to be considered as a specific group of DRR

stakeholders.

Neither of these attributes is an exclusive result of

movement across international borders. In a number of

geographical contexts, internal migrants are likely to

experience language, administrative, and cultural barriers

that result in conditions of marginalization, hazard expo-

sure, and vulnerability not unlike those of international

migrants (IOM 2015b). At the same time, access to a

diverse pool of opportunities, resources, and networks, risk

diversification at the household level, and the options

opened up for mutual transfers of material and immaterial

resources may be the outcomes of all translocal (and not

just transnational) systems resulting from mobility patterns

(Frayne 2005; Long 2008; Mohapatra et al. 2009). The

absence of qualifiers to the reference to ‘‘migrants’’ in the

framework text (for example, ‘‘international’’, ‘‘forced/

voluntary’’, and even more so ‘‘environmental’’) is there-

fore key to making sure to look at all different groups, their

specific conditions of vulnerability, and their resilience-

building potential for the communities and societies of

origin and destination. This requires further analysis to

understand the specific vulnerability features and capacities

of individual migrants and their groups in any given con-

text, and to determine what measures may be most

appropriate to reduce their levels of risk.

In increasingly diverse societies, including migrants in

DRR and disaster risk management (DRM) efforts is

essential both to reducing the overall impacts of hazards

and to harnessing all available resources to prevent, cope

with, and recover from disasters. Moreover, the three ref-

erences (and in particular Paragraph 7) seem broad enough

to reflect the need to look at migrants in the context of all

DRR efforts, including those that aim to reduce vulnera-

bility and build resilience by targeting the more structural

drivers of poverty and marginalization in predisaster times,

currently included in the SFDRR Priority 3 of the Priorities

for Action.

A specific reference to facilitating the transfer of

remittances as a tool for building resilience and supporting

recovery after disasters was discussed but not included in

the final text; however, remittance transfers are among

migrants’ main ways to contribute to home households’

and communities’ well-being, and are arguably captured by

the formulation of Paragraph 36(a)(vi).

Options for DRR Work A variety of stakeholders in

migrants’ societies of origin and destination have been

carrying out a variety of efforts that could guide the

operationalization of the mentioned SFDRR provisions.

(1) Areas of destination Access to basic services, formal

employment opportunities, safe housing options, and ade-

quate representation in local decision-making processes are

all essential to addressing the underlying factors of

migrants’ vulnerability to disasters. A variety of initiatives

exist at national and local levels to improve migrants’ daily

living conditions through more inclusive service provision
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and citizenship (Juzwiak et al. 2014), and are often nec-

essary to address some of the key structural risk drivers

most relevant to migrant groups.

Integrating attention to migrants and their social,

economic, and cultural specificities in disaster risk man-

agement can help address some of the most immediate

drivers of their vulnerability to disasters. Migrants, their

organizations and representatives actively participate in

disaster management work (Shepherd and Van Vuuren

2014). Policies and initiatives that support their engage-

ment (through volunteering, hiring as staff, consultative

mechanisms, and so on) may help risk management

institutions to better profile the communities they serve,

and plan for and carry out more inclusive preparedness,

response, and recovery work (Martinez et al. 2009;

Christchurch City Council 2012).

Disaster risk management institutions have a variety of

options to address the specific barriers migrants face

before, during, and after disasters. Migrants’ awareness of

local hazards and risk management structures and proce-

dures, and their access to information and warnings, can be

fostered by developing translated, understandable, and

culturally appropriate communications and setting up

targeted outreach systems that leverage a variety of

nontraditional channels (for example, minority media,

targeted workshops, door-to-door communication) (Hyogo

Prefecture Emergency Net n.d.; Tochigi International

Association n.d.; Benavides 2013). Migrants’ access to

disaster mitigation and assistance can be facilitated by

removing migration status-based barriers to resources and

services, including by softening the enforcement of

migration regulations and simplifying procedures for

issuing documentation, visa, and permits in disaster

situations (post-Sandy immigration regulations, for exam-

ple; USCIS 2012).

While these interventions are relatively well established

in disaster risk management systems around the world, a

number of key areas remain critical for their effectiveness.

Migrants often live in spatially and culturally segregated

communities, which reduced their access to external

networks and resources. In addition, they might be

reluctant to look for assistance regardless of their actual

entitlement to access resources (Bolin 2006; Make the

Road New York 2012). This is especially the case for

migrants who have reasons not to trust host communities

and authorities (marginalized groups and undocumented

migrants, for example). Efforts to improve migrants’

access to resources, information, and assistance need to

be supported by longer-term awareness raising and trust-

building work with their host communities and key

authorities (for example, the police and basic service

providers) (Farrow et al. 2009). It is particularly important

to make sure that migrants are adequately assisted

throughout the recovery phase because nationality and

legal status tend to play a much bigger role as conditions

for the provision of long-term public assistance than for the

provision of life-saving services. Migrants are often not

eligible for employment and reconstruction assistance, and

might require specific protection against impoverishment,

abuses, and exploitation in the aftermath of disasters

(Venet 2006).

In addition to these efforts, migration can be leveraged

to support a broader set of risk reduction goals in less

traditional ways. Facilitating the migration of people from

at-risk or disaster-affected areas can help support risk

reduction, relief, and recovery efforts for households and

communities back home (Rinke 2012), for example

through instruments such as the US Temporary Protected

Status (World Bank 2010). Reducing remittance costs in

the aftermath of disasters seems to be a practice increas-

ingly called for, and adopted by, relevant private sector

actors, in order to support (early) recovery (Le De et al.

2015; Sathish 2015). Making sure that migrants are able to

go back to their disaster-affected areas of origin can also be

key to providing manpower, economic resources, and

emotional support that speed up relief and recovery efforts

(Chaudhary 2015). Lastly, migrants’ knowledge can be

leveraged in support of institutional or community-based

resilience-building efforts benefitting their areas of origin.

These so-called codevelopment practices also have the

potential to empower migrants and increase their partici-

pation and representation in decision-making processes in

areas of destination (Sall 2005; Østergaard-Nielsen 2011).

(2) Areas of origin Migrants’ everyday safety and

security can be greatly improved through the support of

adequate standards and practices for recruitment and

movement by the institutions of their countries of origin, as

well as by providing them with information on hazards and

risk management procedures in areas of destination before

they depart (Congress of the Philippines 2009; Government

of Nepal 2014). Building the capacity of consular systems

to support nationals affected by disasters while abroad, and

to directly engage in response and recovery efforts in the

migrants’ destinations can help complement the assistance

migrants are able to access through host response systems

in case of disasters (NAO 2005).

Involving diasporas in the design, financing, and

implementation of resilience-building and risk reduction,

as well as post-disaster relief and recovery, can allow

households, communities, and institutions to tap into

additional resources (SEDESOL n.d.; World Bank 2010).

This is not limited to financial resources; members of the

diaspora can be engaged to contribute their skills to risk

reduction and resilience-building work, including through

schemes to support their return (IOM Netherlands 2015).
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In addition, promoting channels for voluntary migration

out of areas at risk or affected by disasters can help

communities manage environmental risk and diversify

available resources, ultimately strengthening their resili-

ence (Abiola et al. 2005; Rinke 2012).

4 Adapting Land Use Policy and Urban Planning
to Demographic Change

The role population movements can play as a compounding

factor of risk is implicitly captured by the SFDRR text in

two paragraphs:

Paragraph 6: […] More dedicated action needs to be

focused on tackling underlying disaster risk drivers,

such as […] demographic change […] (UNISDR

2015a, p. 10).

Paragraph 30(f): Promote the mainstreaming of dis-

aster risk assessments into land-use policy develop-

ment and implementation, […] and the use of

guidelines and follow-up tools informed by antici-

pated demographic and environmental changes

(UNISDR 2015a, p. 19).

Human mobility is one of the key drivers of global and

local demographic change. The overwhelming majority of

population movements is directed toward cities, con-

tributing to their physical expansion and socioeconomic

diversification (IOM 2015b). Factoring present and

expected population movements into urban development

and service delivery should therefore be a key component

of creating more inclusive and resilient settlements.

Options for DRR Work Mainstreaming migration into

urban planning requires looking into both the mobility

effects of planning decisions and the planning implications

of accommodating demographic changes linked to migra-

tion. Land use, its changes, infrastructural developments,

and, more in general, investments, both in urban areas and

in more or less distant locations produce changes in peo-

ple’s distribution and mobility. These effects need to be

understood and taken into account to make sure institutions

and markets have sufficient capacity to meet cities’ needs

in terms of housing and infrastructure, essential services,

and opportunities. This can be done, for instance, through

quantitative assessments and scenarios that estimate

incoming and outgoing population flows as a consequence

of urban development and investments, and inform plan-

ning choices for local authorities and markets (IOM 2015c;

Lee and Holme 2015). This also requires promoting the use

of tools to understand existing and future cultural diversity

in a city area, and that allow planning for the delivery of

culturally appropriate services to a shifting demographic

reality (Robinson 2015).

5 Managing Relocations to Reduce Disaster Risk

Relocations, planned population movements in which

people or communities are assisted (usually by an institu-

tional actor) to move, settle, and rebuild their lives in a new

location, are highlighted in the SFDRR as a potential

option to reduce risk:

Paragraph 27(k): Formulate public policies, where

applicable, aimed at addressing the issues of pre-

vention or relocation, where possible, of human set-

tlements in disaster risk zones, subject to national law

and legal systems (UNISDR 2015a, p. 18).

Relocations have received specific attention because of

growing concerns for increasing hazard incidence in, and

potential inhabitability of, whole areas as a consequence of

environmental change—for example, loss of land and key

natural resources and increased coastal hazards on low-

lying islands and in low-elevation coastal zones (Bronen

2014)—and are the object of dedicated initiatives (Brook-

ings Institution n.d.). Supporting people to resettle out of

at-risk areas can drastically reduce their exposure and

vulnerability, and might be regarded as the only option

available to reduce risk in areas highly exposed to hazards

or undergoing irreversible environmental degradation.

However, relocations are complex and costly processes that

have the potential to deplete the human, social, and eco-

nomic capital of relocated persons, their hosts, and the

communities left behind.

Options for DRR Work Successful relocations require

that a variety of different elements be taken into account

beyond the physical movement of people, requiring long-

term engagement by the supporting institutions. This is best

based on clear legal frameworks and transparent decision

making that balances all costs and benefits, as well as on

comprehensive assessment and monitoring of environ-

mental and socioeconomic conditions in areas of origin and

destination. This information is key for making decisions

on whether, when, and where to relocate a given commu-

nity (Bronen 2015). Maintaining, or if possible, improving

access to land and property, livelihood opportunities (in-

cluding through trainings, cash disbursements, and distri-

bution of tools), housing and services for those being

relocated, their host communities, and those being left

behind is a precondition for strengthening people’s well-

being and security through the relocation process and to

prevent the process from resulting in impoverishment,

conflicts, tensions, and possibly from failing completely
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(Trung Son Hydropower 2009; Oliver-Smith and de Sher-

binin 2014; Chun 2015).

Such efforts are best supported by participatory mech-

anisms for planning and decision making that include those

being relocated, as well as host communities and individ-

uals in locations of origin that are not participating in the

relocation (Mitchell 2015).

6 Preparing for and Managing Evacuations
and Displacement

A number of SFDRR paragraphs point to disaster-induced

evacuations and displacement as a key issue for DRR:

Paragraph 33(h): Promote regular disaster prepared-

ness, response and recovery exercises, including

evacuation drills, training and the establishment of

area-based support systems, with a view to ensuring

rapid and effective response to disasters and related

displacement, including access to safe shelter,

essential food and non-food relief supplies, as

appropriate to local needs (UNISDR 2015a, p. 21).

Paragraph 33(m): Strengthen the capacity of local

authorities to evacuate persons living in disaster-

prone areas (UNISDR 2015a, p. 22).

Paragraph 28(d): Promote transboundary cooperation

to enable policy and planning for the implementation

of ecosystem-based approaches with regard to shared

resources, such as within river basins and along

coastlines, to build resilience and reduce disaster risk,

including epidemic and displacement risk (UNISDR

2015a, p. 18).

Paragraph 33(j): […] Integrate post-disaster recon-

struction into the economic and social sustainable

development of affected areas. This should also apply

to temporary settlements for persons displaced by

disaster (UNISDR 2015a, p. 22).

In the face of impending disasters, moving is a life-

saving strategy. Fleeing, before or after a hazard strikes, as

part of planned, well-managed evacuations or of more

spontaneous flows, is key to reducing the human conse-

quences of hazards. Effective evacuations have allowed for

a significant reduction of mortality from disasters for which

forecast is possible during the implementation period of the

HFA (UNISDR 2015b).

Evacuations are normally assumed to be short-lived.

However, the extent of a hazard’s impacts, the lack of

adequate responses, and individual conditions of vulnera-

bility can result in the displacement of affected persons for

much longer periods. In such cases the net result of moving

can be to disrupt access to a series of key assets and

opportunities, and result in insufficient access to basic

services and livelihood options, impoverishment, and

increased exposure to violence and insecurity for both the

displaced populations and their host communities (Sher-

wood et al. 2014, 2015). Such effects are among the most

significant indirect impacts of hazards, and, if left unad-

dressed, have the potential to multiply, spatially extend,

and turn disaster losses into a chronic condition (Esnard

and Sapat 2014). With almost 200 million people forced to

move as a consequence of sudden-onset natural hazards

over the last 6 years (IDMC 2015), management of disas-

ter-induced population movements has emerged as a pri-

ority for DRM actors all over the world.

Despite the clear recognition of this fact—highlighted in

the SFDRR Preamble (UNISDR 2015a, p. 9), the SFDRR

is weaker on this point than its zero [Paragraph 31(a)] and

pre-zero draft [Paragraph 16(d)] texts, both of which

included more targeted provisions on preparing for and

addressing displacement as a core element of disaster risk

management (and more specifically recovery) efforts. This

was due to the strong opposition of some countries to

discussing potentially sensitive issues such as displacement

and durable solutions.

Interestingly, though, the reference to displacement as a

transboundary risk has not been the object of significant

debate throughout the consultations, despite its relatively

limited relevance within the broader spectrum of disaster-

induced movements (IDMC 2015) and its potentially more

politically sensitive implications. This might have been the

result of successful and more targeted advocacy work under

the Nansen Initiative, which has been building consensus

around a protection agenda for people looking for assistance

and protection outside their countries of origin as a conse-

quence of disasters and environmental change, largely in

parallel with the pre-Sendai consultations.5

Options for DRR Work Risk management laws, poli-

cies, and plans identifying roles and responsibilities for all

actors involved in early warning and disaster response, as

well as the mechanisms for their coordination, provide the

basis for much of the work of preparing for and managing

evacuations and displacement. Making sure that mobility in

disaster and displacement after disasters are seen as core

components of such documents and frameworks is a pre-

condition for effective disaster preparedness and response

(CCCM Cluster 2014). Understanding people’s movements

in disasters, by setting up systems to track disaster-induced

population movements, into and out of formal and informal

displacement sites, as well as profiling affected persons and

their host communities, is key to effective delivery of

5 https://www.nanseninitiative.org.
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services and assistance (Yonetani and Yuen 2014). As

people’s movement in times of disasters (in particular those

associated with sudden-onset hazards), while intense and

concentrated, often follows similar trajectories to normal-

time movements, understanding predisaster mobility can

help better plan for future disasters (Xin et al. 2012).

In the management of evacuations and displacement

situations, it is necessary to look at the different needs of

particular groups and individuals—physical and cultural

characteristics, gender, income, migration status, and eth-

nicity influence people’s willingness and capacity to evac-

uate, and seek and accept assistance (IASC 2011). Such

differences should be kept in mind when identifying safe

evacuation routes and sites, to minimize the risk of people

being trapped in disaster-affected areas (Laska and Morrow

2006; Black et al. 2012). But they are also key when planning

sites for use and when assisting displaced persons within and

outside displacement sites (IOM and Government of Nepal

2011; Maribyrnong City Council n.d.). Setting up systems

that allow affected persons to provide feedback can help

better identify and address the variety of their needs.

In the specific case of disaster-induced, cross-border

displacement, reviewing existing migration frameworks in

order to integrate provisions for the entry and stay of

persons displaced by disasters can help support people’s

mobility and access to assistance (Cantor 2014). In

addition, promoting joint contingency planning and emer-

gency response among disaster management institutions,

civil protection agencies, service providers, and communi-

ties, in particular in border areas characterized by intense

population circulation, can help effectively provide assis-

tance to those displaced across borders (INGC et al. 2013).

7 Sustainably Addressing Disaster-Induced
Human Mobility

The SFDRR includes a broader reference to the need to

address all disaster-induced movements with the aim to

build resilience:

Paragraph 30(l): Encourage the adoption of policies

and programmes addressing disaster-induced human

mobility to strengthen the resilience of affected

people and that of host communities as per national

laws and circumstances (UNISDR 2015a, p. 20).

People move in a variety of ways before, during and

after sudden-onset and slow-onset disasters, ranging from

short-term evacuations to permanent, long-distance

migration (Esnard and Sapat 2014; Yonetani and Yuen

2014). The SFDRR acknowledges that all these movements

can result in increased vulnerability for those moving, as

well as in increased pressures on host communities and

ecosystems. Addressing the full spectrum of mobility pat-

terns resulting from disasters with the aim of building the

resilience of all the people directly and indirectly affected

by such movements is fundamental to reducing the longer-

term and longer-distance impacts of hazards. Resolving

situations of vulnerability revealed by, and resulting from,

displacement is a key component of recovery efforts that

aim to build back safer communities. In the light of the

narrower scope of the relevant provision of the Paris

Agreement (UN 2015b, Paragraph 50), which refers to

climate-induced displacement only, the SFDRR provision

could represent the basis for more comprehensive, and

ultimately just and inclusive, efforts to address this issue.

Options for DRR Work Understanding normal time

mobility patterns and trajectories can provide useful insights

for interpreting mobility in the context of disasters (Xin et al.

2012). Addressing disaster-induced mobility to promote

resilience requires understanding how moving is part of

household-level coping strategies in anticipation of and in

response to environmental shocks and stresses (Scheffran

et al. 2012), and it implies looking at the potential of pro-

moting (further) mobility, of affected households or some of

their members, as a possible option for achieving safer living

conditions and better access to resources and opportunities

(Murray and Williamson 2011). This complements tradi-

tional options for addressing displacement through voluntary

return, local integration, and relocation of people out of

disaster affected areas (IASC 2011).

Such resilience building efforts require particular atten-

tion to addressing host communities’ preexisting vulnera-

bilities as part of the process of ensuring adequate living

conditions for those on the move (Sherwood et al. 2014),

reducing environmental impacts of population inflows

(Berry 2008), and promoting community cohesion among

newcomers and host communities (Esnard and Sapat

2014). Legal frameworks and planning can provide a basis

for integrating attention to addressing population move-

ments as part of post-disaster work (Sherwood et al. 2015).

8 Conclusions

Despite the political sensitivity of topics such as migration

and displacement and the reticence of a part of the Member

States to discuss them at all in a DRR policy forum, the

SFDRR adopted a much more nuanced view on population

movements and their effects on risk creation and reduction

than the HFA did. As a consequence, the SFDRR gives

consideration to a variety of human mobility issues that are

extremely relevant for DRR work—leaving, however,

unaddressed a few crucial issues.
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The notion that migrants and displaced persons might

present specific conditions of vulnerability in the face of

disasters seemed to be well established from the outset of

the Sendai preparatory process; however, mobility status

(for example, internal/international migrant or displaced,

documented/undocumented) was excluded, upon discus-

sion, from the criteria for disaggregation of risk and loss

data [currently Paragraph 19(g)]. This seemed to be due to

the Member States’ unwillingness to commit to the

implementation of a potentially challenging provision,

given that mobility status information is not traditionally

included in disaster-related data collection efforts, and that

what records exist of migrants’ and displaced persons’

presence at national and local levels may be incomplete,

difficult to keep up-to-date, and sensitive. Despite existing

anecdotal evidence, the specific impacts of disasters on

migrants are not systematically recorded, which is both

cause and consequence of their ‘‘invisibility’’ in many

disaster risk reduction and management systems. It is

interesting to note, however, that migration status is part of

the disaggregation criteria required by the SDG follow-up

and review processes (UN 2015a, Paragraph 74.g),

including for the goals that refer to disaster impacts, risk

reduction, and resilience building (UN 2015a, Paragraph

59, Goals 1.5 and 11.5).

The lack of risk and loss data disaggregated by mobility

status is an obstacle to understanding how different types

of movement (for example, internal or cross-border, doc-

umented or undocumented) interact with other character-

istics (such as gender, age, ethnicity, race, income, and

employment status) in producing vulnerability. Throughout

the SFDRR text, ‘‘migrants’’ seems to be used as an

umbrella term, hiding a variety of individual, collective,

and systemic circumstances that shape different forms and

degrees of vulnerability and might need to be addressed

through different measures.

The idea that migrants do contribute to building the

resilience of home and host communities was increas-

ingly accepted throughout the consultations. Remittance

transfers are probably the main element literature and

practice on migration and development look at in this

regard (for an overview, see UNDP 2009). However,

facilitating remittance flows as an option to support

household-led resilience building was strongly opposed,

mainly based on concerns by a few countries that such

measures would infringe on private choices and initia-

tives related to the allocation of privately earned funds

for the achievement of individual and household-level

goals. This opposition was somewhat surprising in the

light of the centrality that measures to facilitate remit-

tance transfers have had in the SDG discussions. The

SDG’s target 10.c (UN 2015a) explicitly calls for the

reduction of costs associated with remittance transfers—

going very much in the direction that was envisaged in

the proposed SFDRR text.

While displacement is highlighted as one of the main

consequences of disasters, the need to take practical steps

to prepare for, respond to, and address this issue as a key

part of risk management efforts has been largely toned

down through the SFDRR drafting process. This was

possibly due to the perceived political sensitivity of the

topic, in particular when ‘‘displacement’’ was not explicitly

referred to as disaster-induced movements, leaving some

confusion on the possible inclusion of movements triggered

by violence or conflict in the SFDRR provisions.

Recognition of human mobility as one of the determi-

nants of risk at the global and local levels is only implicit

(under the umbrella of ‘‘demographic change’’). In partic-

ular, there is no reference to the need to make sure that

mobility choices and trajectories take place under legal and

practical conditions that minimize potential disaster risk

outcomes. The text proposed in this regard was reworked

throughout the negotiations to refer to the management of

disaster-induced movements alone (UNISDR 2015a, Para-

graph 30(l)), regardless of the fact that any kind of popu-

lation movement influences hazard exposure, vulnerability,

and resilience (IOM 2015a). This might be an indication of a

lack of capacity or willingness to address underlying,

structural drivers of risk as part of DRR policy and opera-

tional efforts. However, as much as the management of

disaster-related movements is a core element of risk man-

agement, the integration of a risk reduction perspective in

any policy, measure, or decision influencing human mobil-

ity patterns should be understood as a precondition to pre-

vent the production of vulnerability and risk.

Despite these shortcomings, the SFDRR gives consider-

ation to a number of human mobility issues that are extre-

mely relevant for DRR, and provides a platform for a variety

of actions that might be key to reducing the impacts of

hazards over the next decades, a period in which population

flows are expected to remain intense (UNDESA 2013).

Moreover, the SFDRR explicitly highlights several opera-

tional priorities that could also be at the heart of sustainable

development and climate change adaptation efforts, and that

have not been unpacked in such detail in higher-level doc-

uments such as the resolution on the SDGs or the UNFCCC

Paris Agreement. This might be, in particular, a case for the

newly established task force on displacement related to the

adverse impacts of climate change (UN 2015b, Paragraph

50), whose work, whatever it will actually encompass, will

have to draw upon experiences and efforts in risk reduction,

disaster management, and disaster recovery.

The operationalization of the mobility-related provisions

of the SFDRR points to a broad set of measures that may

contribute to reducing the impacts of hazards and

strengthening people’s resilience. Prioritization of actions

Int J Disaster Risk Sci 37

123



will largely depend on context-specific variables and

existing local capacities. In today’s diverse societies it is

likely that migrant-inclusive DRM efforts will play an

increasing role in reducing overall losses to disasters. With

disaster-induced displacement involving more people

around the world, measures to anticipate, manage, and

address this displacement are likely to become even more

important to disaster preparedness, response, and recovery.

Relocations might become a somewhat more common

option to face the impacts of environmental change.

More fundamentally, however, we seem to be heading

into an era of increased local, regional, and global mobility.

Making sure that these movements take place in ways that

do not result in further risk, in particular for those who are

already more marginalized and excluded, might be the

most urgent priority of all. Improved integration of risk

reduction and human mobility perspectives will be essen-

tial to achieving the objectives of the SFDRR, as well as to

promoting the well-being and security of those moving,

those hosting them, and those staying behind over the next

decades.
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