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Introduction

The literature on the nexus between the environment and migration is relatively recent, mostly dating back to the mid-1980s, a period characterised by asylum crises and major natural disasters.  The nexus has been explored in a variety of different ways, but its two components have mostly been associated in a causal relationship.  A few studies have focused on the impacts of refugee movements on the environment, whereas more recent studies have primarily addressed the impacts of environmental changes on migration flows. 
Overall, four themes permeate the lite rature on the nexus: that research is impeded by a lack of empirical studies; driven by a climate change-dominated agenda; abundantly supplemented by ‘grey’ literature; and marked by disciplinary divides.

The lack of empirical research was already evident at the fifth meeting of the International Research and Advisory Panel on Forced Migration, held in 1996, when a ‘disappointingly small number of papers’ on the topic were presented.  During the keynote address of the meeting, Kibreab XE "Kibreab,"  stressed that ‘research on refugees [had] been largely environmentally-blind […], and that in the absence of a body of empirical research, a number of myths and misperceptions still predominate[d]’ (Koser 1996).  Similar comments still held valid more than a decade later, as identified by Brown XE "Brown,"  (2008) and Kniveton XE "Kniveton,"  et al.  (2008).  Some progress in this area has been made thanks to the EACH-FOR project, whose conclusions and findings are described in Chapter XX of this volume, but much remains to be done.
The risk of migration flows associated with climate change was highlighted in the first assessment report of the IPCC (McTegart et al. 1990), and the impacts of climate change have since increasingly overshadowed other types of environmental change as migration drivers.  The in shift of the focus has been so evident that it has led some authors to fear that people displaced by environmental disruptions not related to climate change may be forgotten by future studies and policies (Lassailly-Jacob 2006).  Indeed, the majority of recent works and conferences on the topic focus on climate change, and do not address other environmental changes as root causes of migration 
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(Piguet 2008; Biermann and Boas 2010; Brown 2008; Meze-Hausken 2004; McLeman and Smit 2006; Kniveton et al. 2008)
.  Furthermore, many of these works – but not all – contain the implicit assumption that conclusions reached with regard to climate change hold true for other kinds of environmental disruptions, largely because the impacts of global warming, such as droughts or floods, do not seem to be fundamentally different in nature from other environmental disruptions. 
Numerous reports and papers on the topic are part of a growing body of ‘grey’ literature, which forms a significant part of the research on the nexus, and often drives the research agenda.  This trend is also apparent for migration research in general, as ‘many of the information producers are governments, international agencies, and non-governmental organisations’, which produce literature with a ‘practical orientation’ (Mason 1999).  Grey literature has been particularly influential in supporting alarmist forecasts of future migration flows, sometimes based on inflated estimates (Kniveton et al. 2008).

Finally, literature on the nexus derives from a variety of different academic disciplines that offer different, and sometimes conflicting, viewpoints on the topic.  Indeed, the study of environmental migration is multi-disciplinary by nature: while the study of environmental change usually draws on the natural sciences for its evidentiary basis, the study of migration is typically the reserve of the social sciences.  This chapter argues that the literature on the subject is split between an alarmist perspective and a sceptical perspective, which are rooted in the disciplinary divide between natural and social sciences. The alarmist perspective, often championed by environmental scholars, the medias and civil society, claims that environmental disruptions, amongst which the impacts of climate change in particular, will induce massive population displacements. On the contrary, the sceptical perspective, voiced by migration scholars, insists that migration is multi-causal by nature, and that environmental drivers should not be set apart from other migration drivers. 

This chapter contends that these conflicting viewpoints have shaped the policy debate on the responses to what has been labelled as ‘environmental migration’. Alarmists called for the development of new policy instruments to better protect those displaced by environmental changes and natural disasters, whereas skeptics argued that the development of such instruments was unnecessary, as ‘environmental migrants’ did not constitute a new category of migrants.

This chapter is based on the fundamental assumption that researchers are not policy-neutral: especially in this area, they should be considered as policy entrepreneurs, whose perception of their research object is shaped by a series of policy objectives and fundamental values. Ideas are an important input of the policy process, and researchers are obviously prime providers of ideas. My goal is therefore, here, to examine the mutual interactions of science and policy in the conceptualisation of environmental migration.

The point of this paper is to show that not only does research influence the policy process, but that this process also informs research, and shapes the conceptualisation of environmental migration. This chapter therefore considers the concept of environmental migration as a political construct, shaped by both ideational linkages and policy responses. 

A key argument of this chapter is that the opposition between the alarmist and the sceptical perspectives played a key role in the definition of policy responses that addressed – or failed to address – population displacements associated with environmental changes. A first section will therefore review the emergence of the ideational linkages between environmental changes and migration in the literature, and attempt to show how the opposition between the alarmist and sceptical perspectives has structured the literature on the topic. The second section proceeds to assess the influence of these discursive linkages on the development of policy responses in two areas that are at the frontline of environmental migration: environmental and migration policies. This section will seek in particular to explain how different research perspectives can explain the emergence of different policy outcomes. Finally, a conclusive section examines what these different policy outcomes reveal about the conceptualisation of environmental migration as a political construct.

1. How discursive linkages between environment and migration emerged in the literature

1.1. Early texts

The issue of ecological refuge was mentioned in 1948 (Vogt 1948), but the first use of the term ‘environmental refugee’ in the literature is uncertain: Kibreab XE "Kibreab,"  detects its first occurrence in 1984 in a briefing document from the International Institute for Environment and Development (1997), while Black XE "Black, Richard"  (2001) traces its origins to speeches and reports by environmentalist Lester Brown XE "Brown,"  of the WorldWatch Institute in the 1970s.  There seems to be universal agreement, however, attributing the first official use of the term to El-Hinnawi XE "El-Hinnawi,"  (1985) in a UNEP report entitled ‘Environmental Refugees’. 

In 1988, a working paper by Jacobson XE "Jacobson,"  from the WorldWatch Institute, attempted to systematise the study of this new category of forced migrants.  Jacobson XE "Jacobson,"  proposed a typology similar to that put forward by El-Hinnawi XE "El-Hinnawi," , distinguishing between temporary displacements associated with temporary environmental stress, permanent displacements associated with permanent environmental stress, and temporary or permanent displacement due to progressive environmental change (Jacobson 1988). Jacobson XE "Jacobson,"  contended that the term ‘environmental refugee’ was first used in reference to Haitian boat people, arguing that land degradation in Haiti created these desperate people and their dangerous journey to south Florida.

Both El-Hinnawi XE "El-Hinnawi," ’s and Jacobson XE "Jacobson," ’s reports were received with great interest in the field of environmental studies, and attracted harsh criticism in the field of refugee studies: they had a ‘short-lived shock-effect on the public debate but were rejected as unserious by scholars’ (Suhrke 1993).  At the times of publication, El-Hinnawi XE "El-Hinnawi,"  was working for the UN Environment Programme, while Jacobson XE "Jacobson,"  was a member of the WorldWatch Institute, an environmental think-tank: the reports were therefore perceived as an attempt to use forced migration to draw attention to environmental problems.  Irrespective of its legal meaning, the use of the word ‘refugee’ was criticised.  Suhrke XE "Suhrke,"  and Visentin XE "Visentin,"  (1991) stated that the definition provided by El-Hinnawi XE "El-Hinnawi,"  was 

So wide as to render the concept virtually meaningless (...).  Uncritical definitions and inflated numbers lead to inappropriate solutions and compassion fatigue.  We should not, however, reject outright the concept of environmental refugees.  Instead we should formulate a definition that is more narrow but more precise.  

Likewise, McGregor XE "McGregor,"  argued that ‘the category “environmental refugee” confuses rather than clarifies the position of such forced migrants, since it lacks both a conceptual and a legal basis’, contending that the category involved a ‘false separation between overlapping and interrelated categories’ (1993).  McGregor XE "McGregor," ’s criticism was actually aimed at the very concept of ‘environmental refugee’, prefiguring the academic controversies that were soon to appear with regard to the conceptualisation of environmental migration.  

Richmond XE "Richmond," , in a book called Global Apartheid, devoted a chapter to ‘Environmental Refugees’.  The chapter outlines his theoretical framework surrounding environmental migration, and attempts, for the first time, to situate it within migration system and theories.  Richmond XE "Richmond,"  proposes a multivariate model of environmentally-related population movements that acknowledges the mingling of environmental factors (constraints or facilitators) with social, economic, political and technological factors (1994).  The model replicates the continuum between proactive and reactive migration he had developed in an earlier work (Richmond 1993), suggesting that this continuum should replace the traditional dichotomy between voluntary and forced migration.  Richmond XE "Richmond,"  also proposes a typology of environmentally-related disasters, classified in different categories according to their origin: natural, technological, economic, political or social (1994).  Outlining many of the challenges facing the study of environmental migration, he notes that the scale of this kind migration is ‘difficult to estimate’, depending greatly on ‘whether past, present, or possible future movements are considered; whether worldwide migration is considered or only that occurring in developing countries is considered; whether internal as well as external migrations are taken into account; and whether environmental degradation is considered in isolation or in conjunction with other political, economic, and social determinants of population movement’ (1994).  Nevertheless, he goes on to suggest some policy ramifications: the need for a new instrument of international law to address the ‘humanitarian needs of all those displaced from their homes’, the need for a system of humanitarian priorities, the importance of more effective coordination of the work of UN agencies, and finally the need to integrate population movements in the concept of sustainable development.

At the time of publication of Global Apartheid, the first conference on the nexus between environment and migration was organised in Nyon, Switzerland, jointly sponsored by the Swiss Department of Foreign Affairs, the International Organisation for Migration (IOM), and the Refugee Policy Group (RPG).  The background paper of the conference aimed to synthesise the burgeoning academic debates on the nexus, with an emphasis on migration induced by environmental changes.  The paper classified the most important causes and dynamics of environmental migration into six categories: elemental, biological, slow-onset, accidental, development-induced disruptions, and environmental warfare.  The classification proved short-lived and of little practical use, but did acknowledge other intervening factors, and the multi-causality of displacement. Debates on the conceptualisation of the issue were soon to crystallise around the two conflicting perspectives of alarmists and sceptics.  

1.2. Conceptualising the Nexus: Alarmists and Sceptics

The 1992 Conference in Nyon invited further research on the conceptualisation of the nexus, following early endeavours by El-Hinnawi XE "El-Hinnawi,"  and Jacobson XE "Jacobson," .  This conceptualisation addressed both aspects of the nexus: the impact of environmental changes on migration, as well as the environmental impacts of migration, though this latter aspect was addressed by fewer researchers.  A clear divide quickly emerged between those who adopted a maximalist perspective and those with a minimalist perspective: the former insisted on strong causal relationships between both sides of the nexus, whereas the latter stressed the multi-causality of the nexus and other intervening factors.  Logically, scholars with a maximalist perspective forecasted waves of ‘environmental refugees’ and pinpointed environmental factors as a major driving force of migration, whereas scholars with a minimalist posture adopted a more sceptical stance vis-à-vis the empirical reality of such migration flows, insisting on the complexity of the migration process.  For sake of ease, the former will be described as ‘alarmists’; and the latter as ‘sceptics’.  These perspectives initially formed around scholars from different disciplines: alarmists were mostly scholars from the natural sciences, and security experts, while sceptics were found among social scientists, and migration scholars in particular.  NGOs and interest groups usually sided with alarmists, and the grey literature also tends to adopt a maximalist perspective.

This debate emerged soon after the coining of the expression ‘environmental refugees’, and has been ongoing since.  Already in 1993, Suhrke XE "Suhrke,"  noted that 

While literature on environmental change and population movement is quite limited, two different and opposing perspectives can be discerned.  One – which I call the minimalist view – sees environmental change as a contextual variable that can contribute to migration, but warns that we lack sufficient knowledge about the process to draw firm conclusions.  The other perspective sets out a maximalist view, arguing that environmental degradation has already displaced millions of people, and more displacement is on the way.  (1993)
Today, this debate continues in pretty much in the same terms. 

1.3. The alarmist perspetive  

The taxonomy established by El-Hinnawi XE "El-Hinnawi,"  (1985) and Jacobson XE "Jacobson,"  (1988) paved the way for an alarmist perspective that was used to forecast impressive migration flows related to a wide variety of environmental changes.  Many scholars who adopted this perspective were initially interested in the environment-security nexus (Westing 1989; Homer-Dixon 1991; Swain 1996b) – out of concern for the linkage between environmental disruption and conflicts – and deployed refugee flows as an exploratory variable to justify a causal relationship between environmental change and conflict. 

Homer-Dixon XE "Homer-Dixon,"  took the debate a step further, contending that environmental change would lead to acute armed conflicts (Homer-Dixon 1991, 1994); with a distinctly Malthusian air he opined that ‘waves of environmental refugees that spill across borders with destabilizing effects on the recipient’s domestic order and on international stability’ would be a key consequence of environmental change (1991).  Homer-Dixon XE "Homer-Dixon," , however, also invoked other factors, such as vulnerability, more acute in the South than in the North. He developed his research agenda further in a subsequent paper, in which he used three hypotheses to link six types of environmental change with violent conflict.  The second of these hypotheses holds that ‘large population movements caused by environmental stress [will] induce “group identity” conflicts, especially ethnic clashes’ (Homer-Dixon 1994) .  He tests this hypothesis with empirical evidence from Bangladesh, where significant numbers of migrants have fled to the adjacent Indian states. 

Migration flows from Bangladesh to India are also cited by Swain XE "Swain,"  (1996a) as empirical evidence of conflicts induced by environmental disruption, through migration flows.  Swain XE "Swain," ’s thesis is that ‘population migration transports (…) the conflict from the environmentally affected regions to the migrant receiving areas’ (Swain 1996b).  He contends that environmental migration poses important security challenges to developing countries, and should therefore be at the top of the global political agenda.  

To summarise the general approach of these works, the initial alarmist approach to the nexus assumed that environmental disruptions were major contributors to insecurity.  Migration was conceptualised both as a consequence of environmentally-induced conflicts and as a trigger of future conflicts over natural resources.  The theories were deeply rooted in a neo-Malthusian perspective, and gained authority with the commonly held perception that climate change was a threat to the world’s security.  Climate change prompted a deep questioning over the notion of security, and alarmist theories were quick to make their way into the policy realm.

From the mid-2000s onwards, different governments commissioned or were recipients of reports warning about the threat that climate change posed to national or international security.  The first report of this kind – and the one portraying the most doom-and-gloom laden scenario – was commissioned by the US Department of Defence, and reportedly censored by the White XE "White, Bill"  House.  The report evokes an apocalyptic scenario in which a brutal change of weather conditions, induced by the crossing of a climate threshold, triggers massive flows of migrants worldwide, who compete for resources, and ultimately threatening US and international security (Schwartz and Randall 2003).  The report warns that such a scenario is plausible, yet not the most likely, and reveals its political agenda by urging the United States Government – which, notoriously, didn’t ratify the Kyoto Protocol – to take climate change more seriously.  

A report on the same topic was submitted to the Canadian Security Intelligence Service the following year (McLeman and Smit 2004).  The authors noted that ‘the consequent displacement [to the impacts of climate change] of large numbers of people causes substantial disruption in the source area, but also places stress on areas that receive the unexpected migrants’ and concluded that ‘security implications are a combination of those in the source area and the receiving one’ (2004). 

Another report, submitted to the German Government and endorsed by UNEP, also addresses climate change as a security risk (German Advisory Council on Global Change (WBGU) 2008).  The report warns that climate change amplifies the mechanisms that lead to insecurity and violence, such as political instability and weak governance structures. Among the threats to international stability and security listed, the triggering and intensification of migration is mentioned as one of the potential major fields of conflict in international politics. Authors assert that there is a ‘particularly significant risk of environmental migration occurring and increasing in scale’ in developing countries (2008). The report goes on to recommend a reform of the UN Security Council and UNEP in order to address the challenge, as well as increased cooperation among migration management agencies, including a new, ad hoc convention to protect environmental migrants.  

Finally, a report recently prepared for the European Council adopts a similar stance, and warns that ‘Europe must expect substantially increased migratory pressure’, especially from Africa (European Commission and the Secretary-General/High Representative 2008).  The report recommends that a comprehensive European migration policy take into account environmentally-triggered additional migratory stress, but does not further elaborate on this.

The ongoing conflict in Darfur is often cited as an empirical evidence of neo-Malthusian theories: it is a case in which environmental change and resource scarcity have induced migration, leading to violent conflicts.  The UN General-Secretary Ban Ki-moon XE "Ki-moon, Ban"  has endorsed such assumptions, and argued in an op-ed article in The Washington Post that ‘amid the diverse social and political causes, the Darfur conflict began as an ecological crisis, arising at least in part from climate change’ (Ki-moon 2007).  The UN chief added that the repercussions reached far beyond Darfur, contending that conflicts in Somalia, Ivory Coast and Burkina Faso were rooted in similar ecological crises. 

 Overall, the alarmist perspective views environmentally-induced migration as a security threat, a threat that has been exacerbated and brought to policy level by climate change.  Attention to the linkages between climate change and security is rapidly gaining currency, and the recent award of the Nobel Peace Prize to Al Gore XE "Gore, Al"  and the IPCC can be interpreted as an acknowledgement of such linkages.  In April 2007, the question of the linkages between climate change and security was discussed for the first time in the UN Security Council, at the request of the British chairmanship of the Council.

Building upon this initial approach to environment and security, some scholars tried to examine the linkages between environmental disruptions and migration, and forecast future migration flows.  The priority of their research was no longer security threats, but the risks facing the environment and the consequences of environmental disruptions.  Those scholars were led by environmentalist Norman Myers XE "Myers," , without doubt the most prominent whistleblower in the field.  Myers XE "Myers,"  wrote extensively on the topic and he dared to forecast precise estimates, which were broadcast widely in the media (1997, 2002, 1993).  Myers XE "Myers,"  was himself inspired by the works of Westing XE "Westing,"  (1992), who was amongst the first to conceptualise what he saw as a new form of displacement.  In 1995, Myers XE "Myers,"  published jointly with Kent XE "Kent,"  a book entitled Environmental Exodus, and whose impact has remained considerable: it is one of the most oft-cited sources on the subject, for good reason.  The study was the first to offer a forecast of future flows, as well to identify hotspots at the country-level.  Myers XE "Myers,"  and Kent XE "Kent,"  fed the well-known media appetite for numbers, sometimes at the risk of oversimplifying a complex situation.  In particular, they insisted that demographic growth, sea-level rise and natural disasters could be used as explanatory variables for future flows of environmental migrants.

Myers XE "Myers,"  updated his estimates in 2002, forecasting that ‘when global warming takes hold, there could be as many as 200 million people overtaken by sea-level rise and coastal flooding, by disruption of monsoon systems and other rainfall regimes, and by droughts of unprecedented severity and duration’ (2002).  Through frequent repetitions, this latest figure, though highly speculative and questionable, has become taken as empirical evidence, and has been frequently cited in media reports and other studies, most notably in the Stern XE "Stern, Nicholas"  Review on the economics of climate change (Stern 2007).

Myers XE "Myers,"  can certainly be credited with drawing worldwide attention to the topic of environmentally-induced migration.  However, his work is largely based on speculative common sense rather than on actual figures and estimates – a point that has been vigorously criticised by scholars adopting a more sceptical perspective.  Other scholars and many NGOs, however, followed the path forged by Myers XE "Myers," .

This deterministic perspective is a common feature of works written from an alarmist perspective.  Bates XE "Bates,"  (2002) assumes a direct causal relationship between environmental changes and migration, and attempts to provide a typology of these changes.  Her classification is based on three binary criteria related to the environmental disruptions causing the migration: their origin (natural or man-made), their duration (acute or gradual), and whether migration was an intentional outcome of the disruption or not. Byravan XE "Byravan,"  and Rajan XE "Rajan"  (2006) focus on sea-level rise and insist on the ‘inevitability’ of the displacement of people living in coastal areas and small islands by 2050, because of sea-level rise.  In line with Myers XE "Myers," , they estimate that about 200 million people will be at risk with a one metre rise in sea-level, representing a land loss of about 212,000 square kilometres.  

Numerous reports from NGOs have also contributed to the alarmist perspective, and provided additional estimates and forecasts.  The Red Cross stressed in 2001 that more people were forced to leave their homes because of environmental disasters than war (International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 2001), while Friends of the Earth Australia (2004) emphasised Myers XE "Myers," ’ predictions and urged the Australian Government to take action against climate change.  Lester Brown XE "Brown," , who was amongst the first to use the term in 1970s, noted that flows of ‘environmental refugees’ were just in their beginnings and were ‘yet another indicator that our modern civilization is out of sync with the earth's natural support systems’ (2004). In a much-debated report, the NGO Christian Aid dramatically revised Myers XE "Myers," ’ forecasts, and predicted that up to one billion people could be displaced by environmental disruption by 2050 (Christian Aid 2007).  Even though the report acknowledged that 600 million of the predicted one billion would actually be displaced because of development projects, rather than actual environmental change, the estimate was still significantly higher than those made previously.

Even though environmental degradation has been recognised as a root cause of refugee flows by UNHCR since 1993 (Ogata 1993), nonetheless many scholars claim that no protection has evolved to help people displaced by environmental change.  Accordingly, they initiated a debate at the policy level, where the alarmist perspective translated into a case for the development of new policies and instruments to fill in what was perceived as a protection gap.

Hermsmeyer XE "Hermsmeyer,"  (2005) has claimed that the inadequacies of the international refugee regime have denied the humanitarian rights of environmentally-displaced people.  Her work reviews some causes of environmental migration, and suggests a series of policy measures, for example, the creation of a specialised agency, and development of effective strategies for prevention, response and recovery. King XE "King,"  (2006) has also proposed the creation of a dedicated mechanism to address environmental migration – an International Coordination Mechanism for Environmental Displacement (ICMED) – whose role would be to coordinate the activities of the different agencies involved in providing relief to the displaces. Conisbee XE "Conisbee,"  and Simms XE "Simms,"  (2003) have made yet another case for a radical policy change, and pleaded for the inclusion of ‘environmental refugees’ in the population protected by the Geneva Convention, arguing that environmental degradation is, in many ways, a form of political persecution.  If their amendments were adopted, people uprooted by environmental change would be entitled to the same protection as those uprooted by war and violence. Finally, Bell XE "Bell," ’s contribution to the debate (2004) took a more original approach, since his is one of the few papers to frame the issue in terms of global environmental justice, concluding that a new framework for global justice was required.  

Such claims intersected directly with those put forward by another perspective that had developed in reaction to Myers XE "Myers," ’ and Homer-Dixon XE "Homer-Dixon," ’s theories.  Led by two senior figures of migration studies, Gaim Kibreab XE "Kibreab,"  and Richard Black XE "Black, Richard" , the sceptical approach contended that the concept of environmental migration made little sense, and that environmental impacts of migration flows were grossly overestimated.

1.4. The sceptical perspective  

Kibreab XE "Kibreab,"  (1997, 1994)  was the first to attack the alarmist approach, which was increasingly accepted as ‘scientific truth’.  According to Kibreab XE "Kibreab," , the concept of environmental migration served to depoliticise the causes of displacement, allowing states to derogate their obligations to provide asylum, since ‘environmental conditions (did) not constitute a basis for international protection’ (1997); he perceived the concept as a threat to refugee protection, and an excuse for governments to justify restrictive asylum policies.  According to him, the concatenated causal relationship between environmental degradation, population displacement and insecurity needed to be reversed, insecurity being the cause – and not the consequence – of population displacement. Though Kibreab XE "Kibreab," ’s argument might be perceived as radical, it is important to note that he does not challenge the significance of environmental change in relation to migration, but rather the nature of its relationship with insecurity. 

Black XE "Black, Richard"  adopted a similar sceptical approach in his milestone book, Refugees, Environment and Development, published in 1998.  The book asks the pertinent question, ‘What is the reason for the linkage between forced migration and environmental change?’  Black XE "Black, Richard"  notes that that ‘one reason frequently given in recent years to explain mass population displacement is the growth of environmental problems’, and wonders ‘in whose interest it is that environment degradation should be seen as a possible cause of mass displacement’ (1998)? Black XE "Black, Richard" , however, refutes Kibreab XE "Kibreab," ’s argument that the concept is just an excuse for Northern governments to enforce tighter asylum policies, given that most of the literature on the topic calls for an extension of the current refugee regime, rather than a restriction.  Yet he agrees with Kibreab XE "Kibreab,"  that most of the ‘alarmist’ literature ‘serves only to differentiate a single cause of migration’ (1998) and therefore may lead to restrictions in asylum policies in the North, which is important because most of these migration flows occur in developing countries.  Black XE "Black, Richard"  notes however that the origin of the concept lie in the environmentalist and ‘conflict studies’ literature rather than in asylum literature, and (rightly) suspects that Myers XE "Myers," ’ concern is not migration, but the threat associated with climate change. 

In a subsequent working paper for the UNHCR’s New Issues in Refugee Research series, Black XE "Black, Richard"  further questions the very notion of ‘environmental refugees’, saying that the ‘linkages between environmental change, conflict and refugees remain to be proven’ (2001). Black XE "Black, Richard"  asserts that current statistics and case studies on ‘environmental refugees’ are not ‘encouraging in terms of staking out a new area of academic study or public policy’ (2001), and that these so-called refugees may be no more than a myth.   However, he concedes that environmental changes can be factors behind large-scale migration, but raises doubts about the possibility of defining these migrants adequately.  He concludes with some reflections on a possible international protection regime for ‘environmental refugees’, asking if such a regime would rather help or hinder ‘the battle to focus the world’s attention on pressing environmental problems’ (2001).

Wood XE "Wood,"  also agrees that there is no simple relationship between environmental causes and societal effects, and argues, along with Black XE "Black, Richard" , that the debate on ‘environmental refugees’ has been driven by ‘simplistic generalisations rather than solid empirical research’ (2001).  He insists that it is impossible to separate economic and environmental factors as root causes for population displacement. The impossibility of isolating environmental from other factors is also emphasised by Lonergan XE "Lonergan,"  and Swain XE "Swain,"  (1999), who stress that generalizations about the environment-migration nexus mask ‘a great deal of the complexity that characterizes migration decision-making’. 

The coexistence of two such antagonistic positions as the alarmist and sceptical ones in the literature struck Castles XE "Castles, Stephen" , who ventured to compare both perspectives through Myers XE "Myers," ’ and Black XE "Black, Richard" ’s arguments, trying to ‘make sense of the debate’, as the title of his paper suggests (Castles 2002). Castles XE "Castles, Stephen"  notes that the two approaches are difficult to reconcile, for example, in Black XE "Black, Richard"  rejecting the ‘apocalyptic vision’ put forward by Myers XE "Myers," .  He underlines a methodological difference between the conflicting perspectives: Myers XE "Myers,"  uses wide-ranging estimates in a deductive perspective, whereas Black XE "Black, Richard"  uses empirical studies at the national and local levels.  In particular, Castles XE "Castles, Stephen"  stresses that Myers XE "Myers,"  does not provide figures on actual displacements, but only on potential displacements.  The disagreement, however, is far from being purely methodological, and Castles XE "Castles, Stephen"  points out that ‘general forecasts and common sense linkages do little to further understanding’, and that it is crucial to look at specific cases, and strengthen empirical research (2002).  Castles XE "Castles, Stephen"  then abandons his neutral stance and reaches to the same conclusion as Kibreab XE "Kibreab,"  and Black XE "Black, Richard" : ‘the notion of the “environmental refugee” is misleading and does little to help us understand the complex processes at work in specific situations of impoverishment, conflict and displacement’. Castles XE "Castles, Stephen"  later writes that ‘emphasis on environmental factors is a distraction from central issues of development, inequality, and conflict resolution’ (Castles 2004).  He further sides with Black XE "Black, Richard"  in arguing that the term ‘environmental refugee’ is ‘simplistic, one-sided and misleading, (and) implies a mono-causality that very rarely exists in practice’ (2002). Revealing his policy agenda, he invites scholars to do their utmost to defend the Geneva Convention, but also to call for an improved international legal regime and institutions to protect other types of migrants –agendas that might appear mutually contradictory.  

Suhrke XE "Suhrke,"  (1993) also reflects on the divide between the alarmist and sceptical perspectives, and affirms that the distinction between migrants and refugees must be restored in order to produce more accurate estimates of people forcibly displaced by environmental changes.  She sees environmental degradation as a ‘proximate cause of migration’ that interacts with demography and political economy, but wishes to escape the ‘trap of environmental determinism’ (1993). She asserts that ‘it is difficult to argue that environmental degradation produces particular forms of outmigration except in one respect: the appearance of distress migrations occasioned by sudden or extreme environmental degradation’: only in the latter case is the term ‘environmental refugees’ appropriate, she argues (1993). Suhrke XE "Suhrke," ’s reflection on the divide between what she calls ‘maximalist’ and ‘minimalist’ perspectives does not absolutely reject the alarmist views in the same way that Black XE "Black, Richard" , Kibreab XE "Kibreab,"  and Castles XE "Castles, Stephen"  do.  Instead, her proposal transcends the divide and emphasises the multi-causality of migration.  In doing so, she opened the way for a more moderate approach to the nexus in which: the importance of environmental factors in the nexus was acknowledged, as was the intertwining of these factors with other migration drivers.  This stance is adopted by Gonin XE "Gonin,"  and Lassailly-Jacob XE "Lassailly-Jacob, Véronique"  (2002), Kliot XE "Kliot,"  (2004) and Hugo XE "Hugo,"  (1996). 

The demarcation between the alarmist and sceptical approaches is principally their stance towards the importance of environmental factors as (sole) migration drivers.  The controversy between the two is connected with the very conceptualisation of environmental migration, and impacts upon the debate on policy implications – alarmists favouring reform and sceptics the status quo.  This debate was first addressed by legal scholars, then by a new, revived stream of research on the topic, prompted by natural disasters in the mid-2000s and worldwide concern with climate change.
2. How these perspectives shaped the policy debates
2.1. Proposed policy developments

Contemporaneously with debates over the conceptualisation of environmental migration, scholars started to enquire into the regime protecting those uprooted by environmental changes.  Sceptics argued that the term ‘environmental refugee’ was misleading from a sociological viewpoint, because it presumed a single causality in the migration decision; legal scholars asserted that the term was equally misleading from a legal perspective, since it did not fall within the scope of the 1951 Geneva Convention.  This latter objection to the term, however, reinforced the alarmist perspective: most scholars argued that a new protection regime was needed to address what were perceived as migration flows neglected by policy-makers.  The development of legal studies in the field was mostly conducted by environmental law scholars, rather than by refugee law scholars; an overwhelming majority of papers addressing this topic were published in environmental law journals and reviews.  

The first thorough study on the topic of migration in the law was conducted by Magniny XE "Magniny,"  (1999), who raised the hypothesis of creating a special status in international law for ‘environmental refugees’.  Starting with a discussion of the origins and founding principles of refugee law, as well as the limits of the Geneva Convention, she elaborated on the controversial concept of environmental damage, and proposed considering victims of the damage in a collective dimension.  This laid the basis for a discussion of a specific legal status for ‘environmental refugees’, as well as of the organisations that might implement such a status. Magniny XE "Magniny," ’s work opened the gates for a flood of legal reflections on the status of ‘environmental refugees’, particularly in France, which culminated in a conference addressing the issue, held in Limoges on 23 June 2005
, followed in 2008 by the proposal of a new international convention on environmental displacement (Prieur et al. 2008).  The draft convention for an international status for ‘environmental displacees’; preventive action; better disaster management, including a mechanism of ecological assistance; and long-term policies guaranteeing the rights of the displacees, including an international assistance fund and the possibility of an ad hoc international convention.  

Along with Magniny XE "Magniny," , Cournil XE "Cournil, Christelle"  (2006) underlined several inadequacies of the current regime, pointing to the weaknesses of specific legal texts (such as the Geneva Convention or the Addis-Ababa Convention of the Organisation of African Unity).  She stressed that human rights were not guaranteed for ‘ecological migrants’, and that a case-by-case, inconsistent approach prevailed in the treatment of asylum claims on an environmental basis. In subsequent papers written in collaboration with Mazzega XE "Mazzega,"  (Cournil and Mazzega 2007, 2006), the insufficiencies of international norms and national protections were discussed further, including an assessment of the pros and cons of some innovative protection mechanisms, including ecological intervention
 and environmental asylum.  These two authors agree that an international protection regime for ‘environmental refugees’ is currently unrealistic, and suggest instead reinforcing the protection of internally-displaced people (IDPs).  Were an international regime to be developed, however, they favour protection with a collective dimension and variable duration, according to the circumstances (therefore example, if there is the possibility of return or not), and rights for those displaced.  

Michelot XE "Michelot,"  (2006) introduces the issue of environmental responsibility to the debate.  In her analysis, the figure of ‘environmental refugee’ embodies the threats facing humanity: accordingly, the recognition of a status for those displaced might imply the acknowledgement of global responsibility and implementation of the principles of environmental justice. Chemillier-Gendreau XE "Chemillier-Gendreau,"  (2006) also reflects on the possibility of creating an international status for ‘ecological refugees’.  Claiming that it is humanity’s duty to express its solidarity through adequate international instruments, she proposes to extend the definition of refugee to ‘all people whose life is threatened or whose normal living conditions are made impossible due to an environmental degradation, whether its origin is natural or the result of human actions perpetrated by states or private agents’ (2006), adding that the granting of refugee status could be based on class action, rather than on individual procedures. 

Most legal scholars have argued that the refugee definition should be extended to include ‘environmental refugees’.  Cooper XE "Cooper,"  suggests a new definition of refugee that would include any person who, ‘owing to degraded environmental conditions threatening his life, health, means of subsistence, or use of natural resources, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or (…) unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country’ (1997).  Most of her fellow scholars, however, contended that broadening the definition of a refugee was not the way to go, and that environmental law offered other alternative solutions.

An early work by McCue XE "McCue,"  judges that ‘the refugee system was never intended to address the problem of environmental refugees’ (1993).  Given the reluctance of states to expand the current refugee regime, McCue XE "McCue,"  suggests that advocacy efforts to protect ‘environmental refugees’ should be directed at securing a multilateral convention in environmental law, rather than at an extending the refugee protection regime. He argues for the adoption of basic principles of international environmental law, such as the duties to prevent environmental disasters, to notify and provide information about them when they occur, and to develop contingency plans
.  The convention would go further and include a general duty to compensate the victims, in what the author admits is the ‘most difficult political leap’ posed by his proposal.  

Falstrom XE "Falstrom,"  (2001) also makes the case for a new convention to address both the causes of the problem (environmental degradation) and its consequences (displacements). She notes that most protection mechanisms usually focus on the consequences of the problem, but fail to deal with its root causes.  Hence she advocates a convention that would address displacements, but also contain obligations for states to prevent environmental damages from occurring.  She suggests that such a convention could be modelled on the Convention Against Torture, drafted in 1984: as she notes, this Convention applies to all persons fearing torture, or whether acts of torture have been perpetrated or not, and whether the person is prosecuted because of her belonging to a specific group or not. 

The idea of a convention similar to the Convention Against Torture is enthusiastically endorsed by Lopez XE "Lopez,"  (2007).  Lopez XE "Lopez,"  details the insufficiencies of the current protection regimes in Europe and the United States, and observes that neither European directives on temporary and subsidiary protection nor the American Temporary Protected Status
 can offer adequate protection to ‘environmentally-displaced persons’.  Thus she considers Falstrom XE "Falstrom," ’s proposal the most concrete framework to deal with the issue. 

Finally, a recent paper by Biermann and Boas (2010) advocates a new sui generis protection regime, to be added as a protocol to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).  The authors argue that ‘climate refuges’ need international recognition and protection, as well as financial assistance, but that current mechanisms are currently insufficient to deal with the issue.  The additional protocol they suggest would best fit within the framework of UNFCCC, and would thus benefit from the wide support of parties to the climate convention.  They suggest the establishment of a committee on recognition, protection and resettlement of ‘climate refugees’, which would determine the populations needing relocation due to climate change.  They acknowledge that such a proposal is likely to create some friction with the Geneva Convention, but contend that there is no reason to reserve the term ‘refugee’ to people fleeing persecution and not apply it to people fleeing climate change impacts.  They also propose founding a new, specific funding mechanism aimed at fully reimbursing the incremental costs incurred by the resettlement of ‘climate change refugees’, though they remain vague about how the fund would be financed. 

Although these studies seem unconnected from debates on the very concept of environmental migration and the meaning of the environment-migration nexus, they also contributed to the conceptualisation of the issue.  A majority were published in environmental law journals, further contributing to the divide between migration and environment scholars. Far from being confined to academic spheres, this divide is also apparent in the policy process, and can explain how and why environmental and migration policies followed different paths of evolution, as we shall now see.

2.2. Actual policy developments

Two policy areas are particularly concerned with environment migration: migration policies and environmental policies. While environmental policies, at the international level, have increasingly accounted for migration flows triggered by environmental changes, international migration and asylum policies have remained largely blind to environmental migration. 

Another major difference between the two policy areas is their relationship with science. Environmental policies tend to rely heavily upon the natural sciences. Rosenbaum XE "Rosenbaum,"  notes that ‘what often distinguishes environmental policy making from other policy domains is the extraordinary importance of science, and scientific controversy, in the policy process’ (2005).  Science, indeed, is often at the centre of policy debates, and its impartiality and objectivity can sometimes be tested. Linkages between natural sciences and environmental policies are particularly apparent in the case of natural disasters and of course climate change, where an ad hoc scientific body, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), has been established by two United Nations agencies
 to review scientific evidence related to global warming, and to assess the associated risks and impacts. The relationship between science and policy is significantly different in the area of migration policies, and the limited impact of social sciences on policies (and migration policies in particular) is often lamented (Weiss 1978). Why is this the case? Florence XE "Florence,"  and Martiniello XE "Martiniello, Marco"  (2005) note that the academic discourse on migration faces increasing competition from the media and other non-academic discourses, which are often preferred to the former; academic sources may be disregarded for being too complex and critical, and if they are used, it is merely to legitimate a policy action. Furthermore, research findings on migration often conflict with politicised pre-conceptions of migration, both in public opinion and amongst policy-makers themselves. Bearing this in mind, we shall now look at the different directions taken by environmental and migration policies with regard to environmental migration. Only the international level shall be considered here, despite the obvious importance of the local and national dimensions of policy-making in these areas.

2.2.1. Environmental policies

Before states were concerned with slow-onset environmental changes, they were concerned with natural disasters. These are probably the most obvious cause of environmentally-induced forced displacements. Policies implemented to deal with disasters evolved considerably throughout history, and can be roughly divided into four different, chronological phases: mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery (Haddow and Bullock 2004). From the late 1970s, the sharp increase in disaster casualties and damages prompted a deep questioning of disaster policies, which at the time were focused almost exclusively on emergency relief and humanitarian aid. It was realized that a solely humanitarian approach could not suffice to deal with disasters. The chimerical pursuit of absolute security and risk eradication was abandoned, and so was the deterministic approach to disasters: the role of vulnerability was increasingly recognized. Soon states attempted to mutualise the risk through the creation of national agencies for disaster management, as well as the payment of damage compensations for those who had been victims of disasters.

As disaster management became internationalised, a number of other actors emerged and started playing an expanding role. Besides the United Nations, other actors such as NGOs, experts and the international media gained a wider role at the scene of disaster relief. With regard to population displacements, both the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the International Organisation for Migration (IOM) were increasingly involved in disaster relief following the tsunami of 2004 and other large-scale catastrophes of the mid-2000s.

Although formal cooperation mechanisms for disaster management were not implemented until the 1970s, the deployment of international aid in the face of disasters is not a recent idea. The interwar period saw the first and only attempt to provide disaster relief assistance in the form of a treaty, the International relief Union (IRU) (Macalister-Smith 2007). Founded in the aftermarth of the Messina earthquake of 1908, the IRU was the civil equivalent of a military alliance: members pledged to come to each other’s aid in case they were hit by a disaster due to force majeure.  International assistance was no longer a matter of goodwill and charity, but a matter of common responsibility guaranteed by a treaty. The IRU proved short-lived however: following the foundation of the United Nations, international disaster assistance was split between different UN agencies, such as UNICEF or the World Health Organisation. The major disasters that occurred in the 1970s and the 1980s increased the need for a coordinated response, and provided the background for general agreement that the role of the UN in disaster relief should be expanded. An international disaster regime started to emerge in the 1970s, with the creation of the UN Disaster Relief Office (UNDRO) in 1971, replaced by the Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) in 1991. One of the motivations for establishing OCHA was the deep concern about ‘flows of refugees’ and the ‘mass displacement of people’.  This concern materialised in the creation of an Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), a platform of exchange and policy-making involving diverse UN agencies and other organisations, including UNHCR and IOM. 

This myriad of actors constitutes the embryo of a governance system for natural disasters, but this system remains highly fragmented, increasingly specialised, and marred by institutional rivalries. Thus international normative frameworks on disaster management remain disparate, but have increasingly addressed the issue of disaster-induced displacement. The most ambitious document is undoubtedly the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015, which is the main outcome of the World Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction, held in Kobe (Japan) in 2005. The Hyogo Framework is supported by the Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and Recovery (GFDRR), and fund managed by the World Bank. Though this is not explicitly stated, the Fund can be used to facilitate the return of those displaced by disasters and to aid the reconstruction of their homes. 

Another key document is the Operational Guidelines on Human Rights and Natural Disasters. In the absence of binding normative frameworks, international organisations such as UNHCR and IOM have stepped up to provide operational responses to natural disasters. The assessment of these on-the-ground responses translated into a policy document entitled Operational Guidelines on Human Rights and Natural Disasters, edited by the IASC (2006) and drafted in the aftermath of the 2004 tsunami and the 2005 Hurricane Katrina. The document outlines four types of protection that ought to be guaranteed to people affected by disasters: the protection of life, security of the person, physical integrity and dignity; the protection of rights related to basic necessities of life; the protection of other economic, social and cultural rights; and finally the protection of other civil and political rights. These guidelines are undoubtedly the most advanced effort to address the issues of people displaced by disasters directly.

The policy approach to natural disasters is now more international and institutionalised than it has ever been. Yet, despite the greater acknowledgement of social vulnerabilities and the prevention imperative, disaster management remains largely focused on emergency operations, with little consideration of the long-term needs of those displaced. Displacement is often viewed as temporary, and few contingency plans exist for long-term displacement and possible eventual relocation. Disaster management continues to construct environmental migration as a temporary displacement, rather than a long-term or permanent relocation. Hence, despite some recent progress, it continues to limit itself to an emergency response for displaced people, and fundamentally biases the conceptualisation of the displacement as short-term, whereas empirical evidence has often proved otherwise.

Natural disasters are best understood as a special case of environmental change, addressed by specific machinery. Over time, climate change has come to embody all facets of environmental changes, and the debate on migration induced by climate change has consistently overshadowed the debate on migration triggered by other kinds of environmental disruptions. Four key reasons account for this myopic focus on migration triggered by climate change:
· Firstly, climate change encompasses a wide range of environmental changes, making it difficult to distinguish between the events related to climate change and those that are not.  Hence any migration linked to environmental change – with few exceptions
 - can be described as a consequence of climate change;

· Secondly, climate change is expected to dramatically increase the number of environmental migrants, both because many environments will become increasingly degraded, but also because other environments are expected to become more favourable
.  There is, therefore, a new dimension to the scale of the problem;

· Thirdly, negotiations concerning the future climate regime are currently ongoing.  Authors who make the case for the development of new normative frameworks often consider the possibility of including an additional protocol to the UNFCCC (Biermann and Boas 2010) .  There is therefore an incentive for policy-oriented research to focus on climate change-induced migration;

· Finally, most of the funding possibilities for research in the field, as well as media requests, are currently related to projects on the impacts of climate change.  This creates a strong incentive to orient research in this direction.
Since the signature of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in 1992, a considerable number of climate policies, institutions and instruments have emerged to tackle global warming. These form what is commonly called ‘the international climate change regime’. The fight against climate change has taken two directions, which have at times been opposed to each other. One was concerned with mitigation, that is, the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, while the other dealt with adaptation to the impacts of climate change.  Adaptation to climate change has long been considered a failure of mitigation, a ‘hypothetical possibility best kept in the background lest it reduce the felt urgency of mitigation’ (Wilbanks et al. 2003; Biermann and Boas 2010), and mitigation has consistently been prioritised over adaptation – a situation that continues today, to a large extent. In the past couple of years, as it has become progressively apparent that a number of climate change impacts cannot not be avoided, many voices, from developing countries in particular, have called for a greater emphasis on adaptation.  At the same time, adaptation was perceived as an effective strategy to reduce the negative impacts of climate change – Tol XE "Tol,"  et al. (1998) remark that some authors would even see it as better response strategy than mitigation – and also as a way to achieve climate justice, and thus convince developing countries to accept a mandatory reduction of their carbon emissions (Roberts and Parks 2007).  Environmental migration is most concerned with adaptation, whether a failure of adaptation or a successful adaptation strategy.

Overall, the international climate change regime remains largely focused on mitigation. Although migration, both as a consequence of climate change and an adaptation strategy, is mentioned in the IPCC reports and the Stern XE "Stern, Nicholas"  Review on the Economics of Climate Change, this concern has not been translated into the UNFCCC, the Kyoto Protocol, or any instrument or mechanism related to these agreements.  Yet many scholars and NGOs place high hopes in international talks on climate for the development of new mechanisms to address climate-related migration. At this stage however, and despite a short-lived inclusion in the negotiating text of the 2009 Copenhagen conference, there is no sign that migration will be placed on the agenda of climate negotiations in the near future.
Environmental changes as a whole are now overshadowed by global warming.  Climate change is addressed through a complex international regime, made up of binding laws, funds and institutions.  This regime has mostly focused on the source of the problem, the emission of greenhouse gases, rather than on the different adaptive strategies that could be developed to cope with the impacts of the change.  Migration is increasingly recognised as one of these possible strategies, but this aspect remains overshadowed by the view of migration as a failure of adaptation. Although migration appears to be a core aspect of global climate change, it is not yet on the agenda of the ongoing talks on the future climate change regime.
2.2.2. Migration policies

Institutional frameworks dealing with forced migration have undergone rapid development over the second half of the 20th century, a development that accelerated from the asylum crisis of the 1990s. A common argument but simplistic often raised in conferences and workshops is that environmental ‘refugees’ are actually not refugees, because they do not meet the criteria of the Geneva Convention.  As Burson XE "Burson,"  has pointed out (2008), this view is over simplistic: ‘Caution needs to be exercised before rigid and immutable distinctions are drawn between environmentally displaced persons and those to whom the Convention’s protection regime can extend’. Indeed, though people displaced by environmental changes do not fit the criteria for being recognized as ‘refugees’ under the Geneva Convention, there are some instances in which the Convention can be helpful in addressing their plight: this is the case when environmental changes are associated with conflicts, or when people are affected by environmental changes as a result of their belonging to a specific group.

At the same time, the regime associated with the Geneva Convention has repeatedly been called into question, particularly since the asylum crisis that started in the late 1980s (Garvey 1985; Dacyl 1995; Hathaway 1997).  Critiques of the regime have argued that reforms are necessary to make the regime relevant again, and that it is not able, in its current state, to accommodate the large numbers of forcibly displaced people who are not covered by the current refugee status. 
The adoption of the Geneva Convention on the status of refugees in 1951 was the outcome of a long maturation process, and followed numerous international arrangements to deal with refuges throughout the world. Along with its additional protocol of 1967, the Convention is still considered today as the cornerstone of international refugee protection. The goal of the Convention was not only to formalize a refugee definition, but also to define the precise rights of refugees and the obligations of states towards them. 

Over time, the Convention has acquired the status of a human rights treaty (McAdam 2006), and some of its core principles, including that of finding asylum from persecution, are to be found in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

Studies and initiatives on environmental migration, however, have repeatedly called for a modification of the 1951 Convention, or an additional protocol, in order to grant appropriate protection to people displaced by environmental changes.  These calls have come from a wide range of sources: scholars, NGOs, but also policy-makers.  While it is impossible to draw up a comprehensive list of these initiatives, it is possible to classify them into two categories: 

· Those who argue that environmental degradation is a form of political persecution, and that environmental displaces therefore have a legitimate right to claim refugee status (Conisbee and Simms 2003);

· Those who contend that the refugee definition no longer matches the realities of forced migration, and must be revised in order to incorporate environmental displacees (Cooper 1997; Chemillier-Gendreau 2006).

These interventions have not been well received by scholars working on refugee rights, in the main members of the alarmist perspective.  Most were afraid that these calls were an excuse to limit governmental responsibility for forced displacement (Kibreab 1997, 1994), or that they would result in a watering down of the protection mechanisms in place for current refugees.

Some initiatives went a step further and called officially for recognition of ‘environmental refugees’ within the Geneva Convention.  In recent years the Belgian Parliament has been the most active of all legislative bodies on this issue.  In 2006, the Senate passed a resolution urging the Belgian government to work towards better protection of ‘environmental refugees’ in the Geneva Convention (Mahoux 2006). The governments of Finland and Sweden both decided unilaterally in the mid-2000s to extend refugee protection to those displaced by natural disasters.
Refugee law, which revolves around the Geneva Convention, deliberately dismisses factors other than persecution when defining who may qualify as a refugee.  A core function of Convention is to define a refugee, and yet it does so in a performative way: refugees are those who fit the criteria of the Convention; migrants in refugee-like situations that do not fit these criteria cannot be labelled refugees.  However, the study of the preparatory works of the Convention reveals how the refugee definition was based on political motives, and not on scientific grounds.  Furthermore, the work of UNHCR depends, to a great extent, upon the range of this definition.  This certainly sheds some light on the conceptualisation of refugee as a political construct, and can illuminate debates on the conceptualisation of environmental migration or ‘environmental refugees’

With regard to protection, international refugee law can do very little for those uprooted by environmental changes, except in specific cases such as environmental racism. On the operational level, the mandate of UNHCR has been considerably stretched in recent years. The agency has increasingly been involved with internal displacement and situations of natural disasters, to the extent that the protection of officially recognized refugees now represents a diminishing share of its operational activities. As UNHCR seems to be evolving towards a global protection agency, it could take a bigger role in dealing with environmental displacement. This would be, however, a further stretch of its mandate, and the organization seems unwilling to take this step at the moment.

Overall, unlike the areas of natural disasters and global warming, the international refugee regime remains dominated by a sceptical approach, which can explain why the regime has not been significantly modified since the 1960s. In particular, a common feature of the different evolutions of the regime is their reactive character: the regime tried to adapt to some new realities of forced migration, but did never try to anticipate these new realities. This is a major difference between this policy area and the areas considered above, which take a more pro-active and prospective approach.
Empirical evidence, however, shows that most migration movements linked to environmental stressors are internal displacements. Though UNHCR has been increasingly concerned with internally displaced people (IDPs), this type of displacement does not fall within the scope of the international refugee regime. Concerns for IDPs began in the early 1990s, when the United Nations first came to deal with the issue. International concerns grew with the nomination of Mr Francis Deng XE "Deng, Francis"  as Representative of the UN Secretary General on Internally Displaced People, and culminated with the adoption of the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement by the UN General Assembly in 1998.
Internally-displaced people were first defined negatively: they were people who had fled their homes, but did not qualify as refugees (Phuong 2004).  The conceptualisation of IDPs is indeed deeply linked to the refugee problem, and takes place in the context of containment efforts by receiving states aiming to restrict asylum and keep displaced people with the borders of their country (Dubernet 2001). In the early 1990s, the international community perceived the need to define IDPs in order to provide them with adequate assistance.  UNHCR favoured an approach whereby IDPs would be defined as people who would have been refugees had they left their country.  The definition that was finally adopted in 1998 departed from this approach and chose to focus on the causes of displacement, with a view to the prevention of forced displacement. Phuong notes that this focus on the causes permitted a discussion of some root causes of displacement which had not been considered with regard to refugee movements, such as natural disasters or development projects, despite the reluctance of some authors to consider people displaced by disasters as IDPs (2004). The definition includes people displaced by natural disasters, but not those uprooted by slow-onset environmental changes.  Some impacts of climate change, such as sea-level rise, are likely to bring huge challenges to this definition.  Walter Kälin XE "Kälin, Walter" , UN General Secretary Representative for Internally Displaced People, recently identified three types of slow-onset environmental changes brought upon by global warming which have the potential to trigger internal displacements (Kälin 2008):

· Governments will need to identify areas at high risk from environmental change and displace – perhaps by force – people from these zones;

· Environmental degradation and slow-onset disasters, for which ‘we need criteria to better determine where to draw the line between voluntary movement and forced displacement’; and finally

· The case of “sinking” small island states, which currently lie in legal limbo.

These three areas not only have the potential to induce forced migration, but also to call into question the root causes for displacement addressed by the definition.

In 1998, the United Nations General Assembly officially adopted the Guiding Principles of Internal Displacement, which consist of 30 recommendations upholding the human rights of IDPs. The Guiding Principles are a document of soft law, which states are free to apply or disregard. Despite their non binding character, the Guiding Principles have been the basis of many programmes on internal displacement, and have been widely used by UN agencies, NGOs, and some governments. 
Though some norms and policies do exist, important protection gaps remain, especially with regard to displacements induced by slow-onset environmental changes. Another significant policy gap which is often unmentioned related to migration management. It is increasingly recognized that voluntary migration can be an adaptation strategy to environmental changes, yet no consistent international framework exists for a global, proactive governance of migration. Forced migration is only one dimension of environmental migration, one that can often (but not always) be avoided through voluntary migration. A significant policy gap lies therefore in the absence of mechanisms aimed at facilitating migration. Overall, even more so than in the case of forced migration, migration policies remain the exclusive privilege of states, and international cooperation in this field has been extremely limited. As Arendt (1973) put it, ‘sovereignty is nowhere more absolute than in matters of emigration, naturalization, nationality, and expulsion.’

Conclusion – How ‘climate refugees’ became the face of climate change, or what policy responses reveal about our conceptualisation of environmental migration

Environmental and migration policies have evolved along different lines, at different speeds, over the last decades.  Both sets of policies aspire to develop mechanisms of global governance within their respective fields, but the desire of states to maintain sovereign control over these policy areas has impeded the development of comprehensive policies. Environmental migration, lying at the crossroads at these policy areas, has thus been addressed in a fragmented fashion by different levels of governance. 

I explain this fragmented approach by the lack of connections between environmental and migration policies and the influence of different research perspectives in these policy areas: the alarmist perspective weighs heavily on the development of environmental policies, whereas migration policies remain under the influence of a more sceptical perspective.

This chapter has tried to show the divergent ways in which environmental migration has been addressed by different policy areas. Displacements as a result of environmental disruption have been a matter of increasing concern in the field of disaster reduction and adaptation to climate change, whereas asylum and migration policies have remained timid in addressing the issue, despite creating some subsidiary mechanisms of protection at the regional level.

Overall, the policy process related to environmental migration is dominated by an alarmist perspective. This perspective is fuelled by a set of values, interests and strategies aimed at fostering the protection of the environment, and the fight against climate change in particular. As ‘climate refugees’ were portrayed as the human face of climate change, climate negotiations became the central focal point of the policy subsystem of environmental migration, and it is expected that normative frameworks to deal with the phenomenon of environmental migration will develop primarily in international climate policies. 

This shapes the current conceptualisation of environmental migration in different ways:

· Firstly, it denies the role played by migration policies in determining the size and patterns of migration flows, by implying that flows are primarily dependent on the extent of climate change impacts and the adaptation strategies that will be implemented to mitigate these impacts.  Thus the embedding of policy debates within the sphere of climate change reflects a deterministic perspective that assumes that environmental displacements depend primarily on the impacts of climate change, when in fact these impacts can be mitigated by adaptation policies.

· Secondly, it narrows cases of environmental migration to those displacements induced by climate change, and thus excludes displacements associated with other environmental disruptions.  Furthermore, it has a strong bias towards future displacements and considers environmental migration to be a new issue, despite the existence of past and current migrations associated with environmental disruptions, including the effects of climate change.

· Thirdly, environmental migration is considered as a forced movement, and the voluntary dimension of some migration flows is not addressed.  Therefore, policy proposals are geared towards protection and compensation, rather than governance and facilitation of migration.

· Finally, and most importantly, it tends to conceptualise environmental migration as a specific type of migration that must be addressed by environmental policies rather than by migration policies.  Undoubtedly, this is the clearest sign of the dominance of the alarmist perspective in the policy subsystem.

Overall, policy debates have cemented a concept of environmental migration as a forced migration caused primarily by the impacts of climate change, a humanitarian disaster in the making. Yet this deterministic view is not supported by empirical evidence, as numerous studies show that migration is only one of some possible reactions to environmental changes, determined by a wide series factors, other than just the nature or the extent of environmental degradation. 

Ideas and representations matter in the policy process. Environmental migration has been constructed as a catastrophic human impact of climate change, a failure to cope with environmental disruptions. Such a political construction is primarily due to the influence of an alarmist perspective in the policy process, and bears significant policy implications, as if migration flows associated with environmental changes were distinct from other forms of mobility, requiring specific policy responses. 

This deterministic perspective serves many worthwhile goals, and highlights in particular the need to fight against climate change. Thus portraying ‘climate refugees’ as the human face of climate change is helpful in many ways, but certainly not to accurately describe the realities of migration associated with environmental changes.
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� The conference, entitled ‘Les Réfugiés Ecologiques’ (Ecological Refugees), was convened by the Centre de Recherches Interdisciplinaires en Droit de l'Environnement, de l'Aménagement et de l'Urbanisme (CRIDEAU - CNRS/INRA), in collaboration with the Observatoire des Mutations Institutionnelles et Juridiques (OMIJ) and the Centre International de Droit Comparé de l'Environnement (CIDCE).


� This term refers to the French doctrine of ‘droit d’ingérence’, by which a state intervenes in another state’s internal affairs with the mandate of a supranational authority, usually for humanitarian reasons.


� Such contingency plans, applied to environmental migration, would ‘extend the principle of non-refoulement in the case of an environmental event causing trans-border migration in an amount recognized by the convention’ � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite ExcludeAuth="1"><Author>McCue</Author><Year>1993</Year><RecNum>368</RecNum><Pages>184</Pages><record><rec-number>368</rec-number><foreign-keys><key app="EN" db-id="tevx00e26tz9eleadz9pe0agef2x2epp9wpp">368</key></foreign-keys><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>McCue, Gregory S.</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Environmental Refugees: Applying International Environmental Law to Involuntary Migration</title><secondary-title>Georgetown International Environmental Law Review</secondary-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Georgetown International Environmental Law Review</full-title></periodical><pages>151-190</pages><volume>6</volume><number>1</number><dates><year>1993</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�(1993)�. 


� For example, this status was provided to the people of Montserrat displaced by a volcanic eruption in 1997, and to the people of Honduras and Nicaragua displaced by hurricane Mitch in 1998.


� The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the World Meteorological Organisation (WMO).


� Such exceptions include earthquakes, tsunamis and volcano eruptions. 


� This is the case, in particular, of Siberia and Northern Canada, which may become new destination areas for migration in the near future.
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