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A group of children outside their boat school in Bangladesh. Hundreds of schools in the country have been destroyed due to floods and 
thousands damaged, and boat schools are a way to adapt to the changing climate. Photo: Abir Abdullah / Climate Visuals Countdown
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Climate-linked migration is already a reality. Across the world people are using migration as a way 
of building resilience against the impacts of climate change.1

The concept of ‘migration as climate adaptation’ has emerged as a way of allowing and equipping 
people to use migration as a way of creating climate resilience. This strategy recognises that, in 
some circumstances, people may move as a way to mitigate the risks and uncertainties associated 
with climate-related disruptions.2 The concept also recognises that there are some climate change 
impacts that are difficult or impossible to adapt to in-situ.

Not all patterns of climate-related movement should be seen as resilience enhancing. Instances of 
forced displacement in the context of climate-related disasters should not be described as such. 
When people move in desperate or dangerous circumstances this should be viewed as survival 
rather than adaptation. However, there are some circumstances where migration may lead to 
greater resilience than the available in-situ climate change adaptation options.

This reality presents a challenge to policymakers. People are already using migration 
independently as a way of finding safety and enhancing their resilience to climate impacts. Usually 
they are using their own resources and planning migrations at a household and individual level.3 
This form of resilience building is currently taking place without outside financial assistance or any 
other form of government support.

This paper outlines some policies and practices that would increase safety and enhance 
opportunities to use migration as a form of resilience building.4 These include:

	y Creating secure, meaningful work in likely destination locations

	y Enhancing rights protection for people on the move 

	y Providing training that allows people to access livelihood options in new locations

Accepting this new reality requires a pivot away from security- and military-focused policies 
designed to restrict human movement, towards policies that facilitate movement and create safe, 
legal migratory options.

Executive summary

An overhead view of a group of fishermen in India standing in shallow water holding  
and pulling their fanned-out nets to catch fish. Photo: Shibasish Saha / Climate Visuals 
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When does migration become a climate 
change resilience strategy?

It is vital to draw clear distinctions demarcating when mobility should be considered genuinely 
resilience enhancing and adaptive. For migration to be a genuine resilience strategy it must 
be freely chosen and resilience enhancing. It’s important to make clear that climate-induced 
displacement and forced relocations must not be seen as climate resilience strategies.

Freely chosen

Migration can only be considered genuinely 
resilience enhancing when people choose 
to move as part of a plan to improve their 
lives and livelihoods in the face of climate 
impacts. When people see improved 
livelihood opportunities and reduced climate 
risks resulting from migration – and when 
that migration decision is a genuine choice – 
migration can start to be seen as a genuine 
resilience strategy.

Resilience building

For migration to be a genuinely adaptive 
response it should result in improved 
resilience for the people who move 
and hopefully for the communities and 
households they leave behind. It should 
create new livelihood opportunities that 
are more insulated from climate impacts.5

Forced climate-driven  
displacement

It is essential to draw clear distinctions 
between forms of migration that are 
genuinely resilience enhancing versus 
forced displacement in the face of climate 
change. Actors in the debate must be clear 
about whether an instance of mobility 
is genuinely building resilience and is 
freely chosen or whether it is an example 
of forced displacement resulting from a 
climate-related disaster.6

Involuntary relocation

Many climate-vulnerable communities are 
rightly wary of policies that encourage mobility. 
Many communities have been forcibly 
relocated to make way for development 
projects, colonial expansion, wildlife 
reserves and nuclear weapons testing. The 
prospect of organised migration or relocation 
projects as a climate adaptation strategy 
understandably raises questions about 
power and consent.7 As the debate about 
migration, resilience and adaptation unfolds 
these ethical questions must be kept central, 
as must the voices of people on the move.
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The climate change and migration nexus

Climate-induced mobility is complex. New patterns of human movement result from the 
interplay of various factors, including environmental stressors like extreme weather events, social 
vulnerabilities, political and economic conditions, and levels of community resilience.8 Climate 
change rarely acts alone in creating episodes of movement. Climate change forms one influencing 
factor behind an individual or community’s movement rather than being the sole driving force.9

Understanding this relationship and its terminology is vital to understanding how migration can 
potentially be transformed from a last resort for survival into a genuine form of climate resilience.

Migration and displacement

Displacement usually refers to episodes of 
human movement where people have little 
or no choice about moving. Their movement 
is a matter of ensuring their immediate 
survival. Migration on the other hand usually 
refers to patterns of movement where 
people have more choice about whether 
they move, when they move or who they 
move with. Climate change holds the 
power to contribute to new patterns of both 
displacement and migration.10

Migration and displacement  
resulting from slow-onset events

Climate change is already altering the 
frequency and severity of events that unfold 
over months or years, such as desertification, 
droughts and sea level rise.11 These slowly 
unfolding events have the power to reshape 
patterns of human movement as people 
seek livelihoods that are insulated from 
these changes. People affected by slow-
onset changes may also decide to move in 
anticipation of worsening conditions.12

Two people in Tuvalu waist deep in water, transporting coconuts  
by floating them along the sea shore tied together. Photo: Rodney Dekker / Climate Visuals
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Displacement resulting  
from sudden-onset events

Climate change is also altering patterns of 
sudden climatic events such as flash floods 
and tropical storms. These events – which 
often unfold rapidly, in the space of hours or 
days – have the power to drive new patterns 
of displacement.13

Cross-border and internal movement

Climate change is most likely to contribute 
to new patterns of internal movement. If 
people can find safety and security without 
crossing international borders they usually 
will.14 Migration always comes with costs 
and risks and these increase as people move 
further and cross borders. Some people 
crossing international borders may already 
have climate change dimensions to their 
movement. In the future, as climate impacts 
accelerate, more people may also need to 
cross international borders to find safety. 

Seasonal and circular  
movement

When people move in the context of climate 
change they might not move permanently. 
People often use seasonal and circular 
migration – moving back and forth between 
several locations – as a way of coping with 
climate-related events.15

Household and individual  
decision-making

Climate-induced migration typically occurs 
at the individual or household level, rather 
than en masse. People cope with changing 
environmental conditions by making personal 
and household-level decisions to protect their 
families and livelihoods.16

Two men load solar panels onto a small boat at Lake Turkana. Longech Village, Turkana County, Kenya. 
Photo: Maurizio Di Pietro / Climate Visuals Countdown
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Migration and climate resilience:  
the opportunity

Many individuals and households face climate change impacts that in-situ adaptation measures 
may not be able to fully address. In such cases migration may offer more safety and climate 
resilience than staying put, and present a number of opportunities. Through migration, people 
potentially have the chance to enhance resilience, find more secure livelihoods and access 
essential services.

Migration can potentially contribute to community resilience and livelihood security in the 
following ways:

Diversification of livelihoods

By moving, people may be able to access 
livelihood opportunities that are less 
threatened by climate change impacts. For 
example, when threatened by drought, 
people may be able to seek non-farm 
work or work that is less dependent on 
consistent rainfall. 

Access to resources

Migration may provide individuals and 
communities with improved access to 
resources. For example, moving may 
enable people to access agricultural land or 
water resources that are less susceptible to 
climate impacts. 

Reduced exposure to risks

Migration offers the potential to move out 
of harm’s way and reduce exposure to 
sudden climate-related impacts such as 
tropical storms or flooding. People may 
be able to move to locations that are less 
exposed to these hazards, or are better 
protected from them.17

Skills transfer

Migrants can bring new skills and 
knowledge to their destination areas, which 
can potentially enhance their destination’s 
adaptive capacity. As many people may 
initially adopt seasonal and circular 
patterns of migration, newly acquired skills 
can also be transferred back to locations of 
origin as migrants return.18
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Remittances and resilience

Remittances are a critical aspect of resilience 
building. Transfers of money from migrants 
to their communities of origin can support 
resilience-building measures. For example, 
remittances may be invested in enhancing 
local agricultural resilience, such as 
improving irrigation or switching to drought-
tolerant crops. Remittances can also help 
provide funding for additional community 
members to migrate.

Safety nets

Remittances additionally provide a financial 
safety net for families affected by climate 
change. A household that is highly dependent 
on income from agriculture can potentially 
use remittances from a migrant household 
member to cope with temporary income 
loss during drought or other climate-driven 
interruptions to their income.19

Human and social capital

Remittances have the potential to build 
human and social capital in communities 
of origin. Money sent back by migrating 
family members can potentially be invested 
in improved education and healthcare. 
These investments potentially improve the 
climate resilience of households who have 
not moved.20

Reframing

A great deal of commentary and policymaking 
on climate-linked mobility presents people 
on the move as a threat. News stories often 
inaccurately present people moving due to 
climate change as a security risk. Apocalyptic 
language is often deployed.21 People on the 
move are often presented as lacking agency. 
The concept of using migration to create 
resilience is an opportunity to positively reframe 
the issue. People on the move can then be 
seen as making decisions about their own 
resilience. Apocalyptic and security narratives 
give way to more positive stories about using 
migration to build climate resilience.

A man in Bangladesh sitting on the roof of a hut in flood water, with a boat carrying women and good floating by.  
Photo: Muhammad Amdad Hossain / Climate Visuals
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Migration and climate resilience:  
the risks

It would be naive to assume that using migration as a resilience strategy comes without risks. 
Understanding these is crucial to ensuring the safety and wellbeing of people on the move, and is 
also essential for evidence-informed policymaking on this issue.

Recurrent displacement

Just because people have moved to 
cope with one climate impact does not 
mean they are automatically safe in their 
new location. People could potentially 
move as a way of addressing one climate 
impact, only to be displaced from their 
new location by another. This means 
that adaptation and resilience measures 
in likely destination locations become 
increasingly important.

Legal gaps

When people cross international borders as 
a result of climate-related events, their legal 
status is poorly defined in law. If people cross 
an international border as a way of dealing 
with a climate-related event they may find 
themselves in legal and administrative limbo. 
Existing international and national legal 
frameworks often do not adequately address 
their status and rights. The ongoing process 
of filling these legal gaps therefore takes on a 
new urgency if migration is going to become a 
form of resilience building.22

Gender and vulnerability

Opportunities to migrate and find work 
are often highly gendered. This can result 
in changes in the gender makeup of the 
household which can lead to both risks and 
opportunities as work and care roles are 
reorganised within a home. Women on the 
move often face heightened risks during 
the migration process and may encounter 
gender-specific risks in destination areas. 
Taking a gendered approach to policymaking 
in this space is therefore vital.23

Cultural and linguistic protection

Climate change presents multiple risks to 
cultural and linguistic heritage, including 
through climate-induced migration and 
displacement. Migration can potentially 
erode cultural heritage and traditions and 
dislocate people from ancestral lands. 
If migration becomes an increasingly 
important form of resilience building, these 
risks may increase.
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Vulnerability and exploitation

If migration increasingly becomes a 
climate resilience strategy, unscrupulous 
corporations or governments could exploit a 
vulnerable labour force.24 In such scenarios, 
businesses might take advantage of migrants’ 
precarious situations, offering low wages 
and poor working conditions. Labour force 
protection, worker organising and unions 
therefore become increasingly important 
if migration is to be used as a strategy for 
creating genuine climate resilience.

Responsibility

The migration-as-adaptation discourse is 
mainly focused on the actions of individuals 
and households. Advocates of the concept 
highlight the role of individual decision 
making, the power of individual remittance 
transfers and the power of the labour market 
to help people move and adapt. This brings 
with it a risk of making individuals responsible 
for their own climate resilience, while 
diverting the focus from the responsibilities of 
high-emitting governments and businesses.25

Kitchen garden at M’bera refugee camp in Mauritania. Photo: Jose Cendon / EU Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid
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Supporting migration for climate resilience

Regardless of the actions of governments, people will continue to use migration to cope with 
climate change impacts. As we’ve seen, moving comes with both risks and opportunities for 
migrants. The potential for enhancing these opportunities and reducing risks through effective 
policymaking is significant. With sensitive policymaking, governments can provide support, 
resources and legal frameworks that make migration safer and easier. Carefully designed policies 
could help people move safely as a way of building climate resilience.26

Creating work opportunities for mobility

Developing programmes that create 
employment opportunities in regions 
where climate-induced migrants are likely 
to relocate will be vital. This can involve 
investing in sectors that are already creating 
work in locations that people are likely to 
need to move to. It can also mean investing in 
sectors that are key to the transition towards 
zero-carbon societies. 

Training and education  
for new work opportunities

The people who most need to move as a way 
of creating resilience may not have the skills 
or experience they need to find work in the 
locations they hope to move to. This mismatch 
will likely become a barrier preventing many 
communities from deploying migration as 
a climate resilience strategy. Establishing 
training and education programmes that help 
people access work in potential destination 
locations will be an essential part of widening 
access to migration.27 

Migration options for people  
outside of the labour market

The existing discourse around migration, 
adaptation and resilience focuses on the role 
of labour migration. However, it is vital to 
recognise that not everyone has the option 
to find paid work outside of the home. It is 
therefore important to consider the resilience 
options for people outside of the labour 
market who may still wish to adopt migration 
as a resilience strategy. Policies to enhance 
access to migration for older people, children 
and disabled people must be a key part of 
policymaking. 

Understanding needs

Climate impacts vary dramatically across the 
world. Individual and community situations 
are often unique. People may not have the 
same migratory options open to them. There 
is no one-size-fits-all policy. This means that 
community leadership in designing policy in 
this space is essential. Public engagement on 
climate change is an obligation28 and this must 
also extend to policy and practice around 
using migration to enhance resilience.
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Facilitating migration

Migration always comes with costs. Many 
people who wish to move as a way of 
enhancing their climate resilience may lack the 
financial resources to do so. In some cases, 
climate change impacts may have eroded their 
livelihood to the point where moving becomes 
financially impossible.29 The costs of transport, 
accommodation and establishing a life in a new 
location can be significant. Attempts to migrate 
without adequate financial resources will likely 
increase the risks faced by people on the move. 
Creating mechanisms that can provide people 
with financial support when they move will 
increase safety and widen access. Ensuring that 
funding is accessible to vulnerable populations, 
including marginalised communities and 
those with limited resources, will make using 
migration to enhance resilience more inclusive.

Increasing climate resilience  
in destination locations

When people move as a way of building 
climate resilience they may face new 
climate impacts at their destinations. This 
means in-situ climate adaptation and 
resilience building become increasingly 
important in destination locations. This can 
include measures such as strengthening 
infrastructure against extreme weather 
events, emergency planning and disaster 
risk reduction strategies.

Boosting essential public services  
in destination locations

As people move they will need to access 
essential public services in their new 
locations, including healthcare, education 
and housing. As people begin using 
migration to build resilience, the provision 
of these services in destination locations 
becomes ever more important. 

Strengthening  
labour rights protection

Newly arrived migrants are vulnerable to 
various forms of labour force exploitation. 
Strengthening the protection of workers’ 
rights is therefore a crucial element of 
enhancing migration as a climate resilience 
option. Strengthening regulations around 
fair pay and safety will be key. Removing 
barriers to workforce organising so that 
people can act to protect their rights and 
welfare will also be essential. Accelerating 
these measures in industry sectors that 
are likely to be recruiting newly arrived 
migrants, and in locations likely to become 
destinations, is a priority. 

A child walks along the remaining roof beams of a house with another damaged house to the side, in India. Photo: Sujan Sarkar / Climate Visuals
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Funding for planned  
relocation projects

While much migration will take place at 
an individual and household level, some 
communities may wish to relocate together. 
Where an entire community is threatened 
– for example by sea level rise – a planned 
community-wide relocation project may 
be preferred to individual and household 
migration. Some examples of planned 
relocation projects already exist where 
coastal communities are threatened by sea 
level rise. Such projects allow communities 
to stay together, preserving community 
social structures, languages and traditions. 
If these projects are to succeed they will 
need coordination and financial support.30

Protecting human rights  
for people on the move

As more people use migration as a 
climate resilience measure, improving 
and enforcing legal frameworks to 
safeguard the rights of all migrants 
will be essential. This includes access 
to basic services and protection from 
discrimination, exploitation and violence.

Creating new legal options  
for cross-border migration

For most people wishing to adopt migration 
as a resilience strategy, moving internally 
will be their first choice. However, as climate 
impacts accelerate some people may wish 
to cross international borders. Some people 
may find that their skills are better matched 
to work opportunities in other countries. 
Some countries may face such serious 
climate change impacts that international 
migration becomes a key part of protecting 
their populations. The creation of new 
safe, legal pathways for crossing borders 
increases the resilience building options 
open to people.31

Regularising the stays of people  
who have already moved

Some people who have already moved 
internationally likely have climate change 
dimensions to their movement. Many 
people may have moved irregularly putting 
them at risk of deportation back to locations 
suffering severe climate change impacts. 
People who have moved irregularly are 
often more vulnerable to exploitation as 
they understandably fear contact with 
authorities who may be able to address their 
situation. Regularising the stays of people 
who have already moved is therefore a key 
way of protecting some people from the 
impacts of climate change. 
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Conclusion

Making migration safer is a vital element of creating climate change resilience. Supporting people 
who are migrating as a way of enhancing their climate resilience may prove one of the most 
effective ways of helping communities cope with the most severe impacts of climate change. 

Migration can offer people the chance to move to safer locations with improved livelihood 
opportunities. The flow of remittances this generates may also help build the climate resilience of 
the communities they have left. 

Although using migration as a resilience strategy comes with risks, these can be reduced by 
measures to protect the rights of people on the move, the creation of new legal migration options 
and investment in public services in destination locations. 

With sensitive policies and community leadership the potential of migration as a resilience 
strategy can be enhanced. This will not only benefit the individuals and families on the move, but 
will also contribute to wider resilience in the face of climate change impacts.

An Indian woman standing looking at boats beached among small water pools  
on a shoreline landscape dotted with trees. Photo: Sujan Sarkar / Climate Visuals
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