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Introduction 
 

Climate migration is increasing and widespread. Although much of the literature on this topic 

focuses on island states,1 these territories represent a comparatively small fraction of a much 

greater problem. According to the World Bank, migration is expected to soar by 2050 unless 

carbon emissions are rapidly curbed.2 As average temperatures increase, causing coastal flooding 

and prolonged droughts, upwards of 140 million people globally are likely to become displaced. 

Worryingly, even if average temperatures fall below the ambitious 2-degree Celsius target set out 

in the Paris Agreement, 40 million people will remain vulnerable.3 Worst-case scenarios provide a 

pessimistic glimpse into the future, with an anticipated displacement of 85 million people in Sub-

Saharan Africa alone. These are some of the poorest people in the world, and many lack the 

necessary resources to relocate. As a consequence, they face the very real possibility of being 

trapped in places that are rapidly becoming uninhabitable.  

This paper explores climate migration in three countries: Bangladesh, Chad, and the United States. 

Each nation has different climate vulnerabilities and enormously varied capacities to adapt, yet all 

are experiencing mass migration that will likely continue far into the future. Bangladesh is being 

threatened by rising sea levels and the overpopulation of its capital, while Chad is suffering from 

ongoing regional conflicts exacerbated by prolonged droughts. The US, for its part, is experiencing 

regular hurricanes and heat waves that have forced people to abandon their homes. After analysing 

these disparate case studies, this paper will address the important debate surrounding refugee status 

– suggesting, in turn, that the current status raises a moral issue given that climate migrants are not 

afforded the same rights as those currently classified as refugees. In this vein, and in order to 

provide better protection for those fleeing ecological degradation and climate change, this paper 

suggests that a rethink of refugee status so as to encompass climate and environmental issues may 

be required.  

 

Bangladesh: A Drowning Nation 
 

Bangladesh has had a tough time of it when it comes to climate change. It is one of the states most 

vulnerable to this phenomenon, and faces great uncertainty. Its capital, Dhaka, has a population 

of 18 million, which is rapidly rising. In 2015, it was estimated that 2000 migrants a day moved to 

the city.4 Critically, 70 percent of these were escaping environmental degradation. The country lies 

just one meter above sea level, placing its citizens in an enormously precarious position. Regular 

flooding caused by heavy monsoon rains, coupled with temperature increases and ensuing rises in 

sea level, have led scientists to predict that up to 25 percent of Bangladesh’s total landmass will be 

lost over the coming decades.5 The national government’s strategy paper on this topic anticipates 

that loss of land to result in 25 million climate refugees; independent estimates are even higher.6 

The country does not have the capacity to support such widespread devastation and displacement. 

A full 50 million of its inhabitants already live in poverty, with a large proportion of these based 

in ecologically fragile areas.  



Compounding those problems is the fact that glacial melt from the Himalayas regularly causes 

walls of water to flood the Bay of Bengal. This low-lying region is particularly vulnerable as a result. 

With the worsening climate, it has also suffered from increasingly frequent storms and cyclones. 

Indeed, 60 percent of global deaths from cyclones over the last two decades occurred in 

Bangladesh.7 Cyclone Aila (2009) alone left a million people homeless, and permanently ruined 

precious farmland for thousands more. The salinization resulting from such a disaster pollutes 

drinking supplies and renders agriculture almost impossible. The International Organisation for 

Migration (IOM) has warned that Bangladesh suffers severely from both sudden-onset events (e.g. 

cyclones and floods) and slow-onset events (e.g. sea level rise, saltwater intrusion, and temperature 

increases).8 Extensive vulnerability to both has placed enormous stress on both people and 

resources in this region. 

In September 2017, weeks of torrential rain affected more than 8 million people. A full 300,000 

were displaced, with over 100,000 homes destroyed and enormous swathes of farmland 

inundated.9 Having had to abandon agriculture as a result, many people have moved permanently 

to urban regions in an attempt to start a new life. However, a present difficulty lies in their blind 

assumption that they will now be better protected from environmental devastation and will have 

enhanced economic opportunities to provide for their families.10 For one thing, overpopulation 

stemming from such internal migration has massively increased poverty. Over the last 17 years, 

the slums of Dhaka have drawn in 60 percent more people.11 Rising sea levels, meanwhile, lead to 

contamination and create further health issues as water washes away the waste of the slums. 

Inefficient resource management techniques in turn prevents the capture and storage of excess 

water, which could otherwise be tapped for a clean and reliable supply.  

Magnifying these issues is the fact that Bangladesh has become a safe haven for refugees fleeing 

atrocities in Myanmar and other climate vulnerabilities in India. The resulting overpopulation is 

causing excessive competition for acutely limited resources. As the climate worsens, many 

Rohingya, for example, now face the daunting prospect of being forcibly moved again. The 

massive Kutupalong refugee camp – home to some 850,000 people – is itself at risk of landslides 

and flooding, with the monsoon season due to start this month. It is a race against time to reinforce 

sections of the camp and help its inhabitants to relocate elsewhere.12 This situation alone could 

well result in a transfer of thousands more people to the already overstretched capital. 

Indeed, Dhaka is nearing its maximum capacity. This means that climate events in the region have 

an amplified impact. Sadly, as this case demonstrates, millions of migrants are ending up in cities 

that are even more poorly equipped to withstand the changing climate than the places they have 

fled. Many, of course, have chosen to remain in their own states. A report by the Environmental 

Justice Foundation expects tens of thousands of families to become stranded in their own 

country.13 Whilst internal migration may be preferable, people are running out of places to move 

to. Over the coming years, mass international migration will likely be the result, raising concerns 

of rising cultural hostilities and violence between groups. Whatever approach Bangladesh employs, 

it must be immediate and far-reaching. Given their lack of resources, international cooperation 

will be required as the coming years may well prove the most challenging in the country’s already 

troubled history.   

 



Chad: War-Torn and Under-Resourced 
 

Thousands of kilometres away in north-central Africa, Chad likewise suffers from a complex nexus 

of problems – besides those related to climate change – which render migration especially likely. 

Perhaps foremost amongst these is impoverishment, with 87 percent of Chadians classified as 

poor and 63 percent labelled as destitute – the most extreme category of poverty.14 Economic 

opportunities are few and far between, with 80-90 percent of the population reliant on agriculture 

and subsistence farming. Another major challenge is Chad’s history of conflict, which has riven 

the country for 37 out of the past 51 years since independence.15 Nations that are both poor and 

conflict-ridden have an extreme lack of adaptive capacity. Their governments are unable to provide 

access to essential resources, and inhabitants become stranded while trying to provide for 

themselves.  

In this context, climate change is a disrupting factor, one that acts as a threat multiplier. The 

European Council on Foreign Relations estimated that, in 2012 alone, more than 500,000 people 

were displaced in Chad as a result.16 Average temperatures there are rising, causing an increased 

intensity of catastrophic events. Prolonged droughts, coupled with wasteful irrigation practices, 

have dried out important natural resources. The Lake Chad Basin, for example – encompassing 

regions of Niger, Cameroon, Nigeria, and Chad – once covered an area of 25,000 km2, but only 

10 percent of this remains.17 NASA has estimated that even this could disappear within 25 years.18 

A staggering 2.4 million people have already become displaced, yet this basin remains the lifeblood 

for a further 38 million, who rely heavily on its water and arable land.19 The two satellite images 

below illustrate how depleted the Basin has become over the past 45 years. 

 

(Images from the NASA Earth Observatory 2017) 

 

Traditionally, livestock farmers have moved to the Sahel region in the north during the rainy 

season, before later returning back to the south. The drier seasons of recent years have led to a 

worsening of pastureland and declining crop yields, however, leading to more competition for 

increasingly limited resources. Conflicts between groups surrounding the Basin are common, and 



have resulted in more than 7 million people suffering food insecurity.20 Additionally, the 300,000 

Sudanese refugees based in Chad have depleted much of the limited food and water available, 

creating resentment among the local people.21  

Globally, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has found that climate change 

could cause human displacement through forced migration, while increasing the likelihood of 

conflict by exacerbating poverty and economic instability.22 This is especially visible in the case of 

Chad. As opportunities for livelihoods dwindle or disappear due to failing agriculture, there has 

been a growing temptation to resort to violence as a means of survival. The Boko Haram crisis in 

Nigeria has spilled over into Eastern Chad, and there are fears that young, unemployed men will 

be enticed (or otherwise coerced) into joining in.23 The Climate Refugees research group found 

that “climate change, in combination with political, social and development challenges, have 

affected people’s lives, which Boko Haram has capitalised upon to feed its insurgency.”24 

The hapless combination of rampant poverty, overdependence on agriculture, environmental 

degradation, and population growth in key regions has created an explosive situation in Chad, from 

which millions are fleeing. Unless immediate steps are taken to improve governance on these 

issues, migration from Chad and the surrounding Sahel region will increase enormously. 

 

The United States: Hurricanes and Heat Waves 
 

The link between climate change and hurricanes is not new. Indeed, a strong correlation has been 

demonstrated between warming ocean temperatures, rising sea levels, and a greater intensity of 

hurricanes.25 While studies have provided ambiguous results regarding the frequency of hurricanes, 

it has been shown that their destructive capabilities have increased. Models have predicted a 45-

87 percent rise in Category 4 and 5 hurricanes in the US over the last two or three decades.26 This 

has been reflected in the damage and displacement such storms have caused in recent years. 

Hurricane Harvey brought with it more than a million gallons of water per person in Texas, 

according to some estimates.27 Over 30,000 people ended up in shelters, with thousands more 

fleeing further afield in cars. 28 This has become an all-too-familiar exercise for many in the Texas 

and Louisiana region, who previously experienced and suffered the consequences of Hurricanes 

Rita (2005) and Ike (2008). As the frequency of these storms increase, along with their destructive 

capabilities, the prospect of having to rebuild every few years has proven enough to drive people 

away permanently. 

Coastal regions are not the only areas susceptible to flooding and sea level rise. Using climate 

migration models and data from the IRS, researchers at the University of Georgia found that a 6-

foot rise in sea levels caused by excessive emissions would see every state in the US experience 

climate migration by 2100.29 The same study asserted that 13 million people are expected to be 

displaced, with 2.5 million coming from Florida alone; New Orleans will lose a further 500,000 

inhabitants, adding to the 100,000 that have already left since the destruction of Hurricane Katrina 

in 2005.30 In a further study, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Association (NOAA) 

provided a worst-case scenario of an 8.2-foot rise in sea levels by the end of the century. Such an 



inundation would see the cities of Boston, New York, and Seattle submerged, and many others 

flooded.31 

California, meanwhile, has experienced some of the worst droughts and heat waves in its history. 

We have already witnessed arid areas suffer incredibly destructive forest fires, resulting in 

thousands of people losing their homes and being forced to relocate permanently. While it is 

difficult to blame climate change entirely for these events, it certainly exacerbates the problems. 

Increased temperatures caused by excessive carbon emissions are adding to the already challenging 

living conditions in the region. Elsewhere, rocketing summer temperatures are causing some parts 

of the American Southwest to become uninhabitable. In Phoenix last year, temperatures hit 120°F 

(49°C), rendering it too hot for even planes to fly.32 Death Valley, meanwhile, breached the 50°C 

level, with the National Park Service warning visitors to “travel prepared to survive.”33 Such 

extreme temperatures, if sustained, can cause the rapid onset of heatstroke and lead to death within 

hours. If emissions stay on their current course, the length and intensity of these weather events 

is expected to increase dramatically. Resulting migration could cause a mass exodus.  

Future predictions for this region make for grim reading. Mass migration resulting from such 

conditions alone can cause negative impacts extending far beyond mere relocation. The economic 

implications, for example, are enormous. States such as Arizona and Texas could suffer damages 

amounting to over 20 percent of their GDP by the end of the century.34 Northern states, by 

contrast, are expected to do much better, with areas of Oregon and Washington actually predicted 

to gain economically.  

 

 

(Image from Plumer and Popovich 2017) 



Those that possess the financial resources to move will probably be able to do so without too 

much trouble. However, it is conceivable – and even likely – that many others will find it difficult 

to relocate, and potentially be left behind. This should be cause for significant concern. Studies 

focusing on the economic damage of a changing climate in the US have suggested that this trend 

could result in the largest transfer of wealth between rich and poor in history, leading to even 

higher levels of inequality.35 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Image from Hsiang et al. 2017) 

The destination of climate migrants exacerbates the problem. While colder states like Maine may 

be able to house many displaced people – it has a much lower population density, for example –

they too have their limits. Mass migration without the investment in infrastructure to support it 

would place enormous strain on competition for schools, employment and resources. 

Comparatively defenceless areas are also becoming migrant hotspots. Florida took in 300,000 

people following the recent hurricane in Puerto Rico, and Texas is popular for both internal and 

transboundary migration from Mexico. Indeed, the cities of Austin, Houston, and Orlando are 

expected to gain at least 250,000 inhabitants each. As the climate worsens in these areas, there is a 

high possibility that these migrants will be forced to move again. Landlocked tourist cities such as 

Las Vegas already suffer from extreme heat and poor resource management; if they are flooded 

with migrants, they may prove unable to cope with the population growth and ensuing stress on 

water resources, for example.  

The current trajectory of US climate policy is not a good one. The country’s withdrawal from the 

Paris Agreement, coupled with dramatically reduced funding for other climate-related measures 

such as relocation and housing projects, spells an uncertain future. Moreover, the failure to 

acknowledge the issue and promote reasonable climate adaptation is extremely dangerous. For 

example, Florida has passed legislation banning state agencies from mentioning climate change 

even though they are arguably the most vulnerable state. Continuing to ignore climate change in 

this manner will greatly aggravate the issue in the future. For the time being, it appears that those 

most affected will likely be forced to continue navigating the challenges ahead without much 

assistance from their government.  



The Difficulties of Status 
 

Arguments continue regarding the rights of migrants, and definitional dilemmas still plague this 

discourse. According to the UN’s 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, a refugee 

is considered to be someone who is escaping persecution, violence, and/or war.36 Under this 

classification, refugees are currently given the right to safe asylum in host countries. However, a 

debate continues regarding whether climate migrants should be granted a new classification: 

namely, that of environmental refugees. The reaction to this debate has been mixed. Some argue 

that refugee status is vital for climate migrants, as it would afford them more rights while attracting 

attention to the issue. Currently, climate migration is largely under-reported while refugee 

movements take up the headlines. Granting the status of climate refugee may well serve to sharpen 

international focus and increase resources to help combat the challenge. 

Others categorically reject the proposed label. Many Pacific Islanders have expressed concern that 

the term under consideration implies helplessness, and carries a certain stigma with which they do 

not want to be associated. Such cultures feel a deep connection to the lands they inhabit – more 

so than in most Western societies – territories that have supported their ancestors for thousands 

of years. While migration may well prove a necessity in the years ahead, those that choose to leave 

sooner rather than later wish to do so with dignity – something they do not believe the refugee 

label affords them. Refugee organisations, meanwhile, argue that creating a new status category 

that encompasses environmental issues would reduce the rights of existing refugees. The United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) – the UN’s refugee agency – has stated that 

its resources are overstretched already given the ongoing situation in Syria, and would be unable 

to cope with millions more people without a significant boost in funding.  

An unfortunate reality is that the effects of anthropogenic climate change are distributed unequally. 

It is often the countries producing some of the lowest levels of greenhouse gas emissions (e.g. 

Bangladesh and Chad) that have been forced to bear the brunt of the ensuing repercussions. This, 

then, poses an important question of legality versus morality. Climate migrants do not have legal 

refugee status, but is it fair for states and international organisations to turn their backs on those 

suffering the impacts of a problem they did little or nothing to cause? This debate is likely to rage 

on for the foreseeable future. In the meantime, ever-increasing numbers of migrants are fleeing 

territories that are being rendered uninhabitable due to climate change. If these individuals are 

unable to gain safe passage – and find a new home – under their current status, a serious 

consideration of their rights will be necessary. This could mean extending refugee status to cover 

those affected detrimentally by environmental change, or entail the creation of a new framework 

altogether. 

Certain nations are already taking a proactive approach. New Zealand has announced the creation 

of a special visa for climate migrants from the Pacific Islands, starting with a limited trial before 

potentially expanding the program to encompass more people. 37 If successful, this could well set 

a positive precedent for others to follow.  

 

 



Conclusion 
 

From Dhaka to Miami, it is almost certain that migration will continue to spike over the coming 

decades. Unless immediate climate action is taken to keep average temperature increases below the 

2°C threshold, we will see cities in Africa overcome by advancing desertification and coastal 

regions submerged by rising sea levels and increasingly regular natural disasters. Scholars have 

emphasized the need for migration planning: “whether movement occurs within or between 

countries, there is a need to prepare for it and in some cases enable it.” 38  

Heightened investment would be a logical place to start in adapting to, and mitigating, this 

challenge. Funding more climate resilient infrastructure projects such as better flood defences 

would, for example, protect millions from inundation in Bangladesh. Moreover, promoting 

spending for the development of resource management techniques and enhanced access to water 

resources in Chad could fortify livelihoods and prevent further violence. The governments in 

question are unlikely to fund these efforts on their own, but there are many international 

organisations working to provide assistance for disaster relief and water security. Greater 

cooperation between these entities is therefore vital.   

Bangladesh, Chad, and the United States are all suffering from a lack of climate resilience. They 

are by no means the only examples. Government research predicts that urban coastal floodplains 

around the world will see enormous damage over the next three decades, with Asian megacities 

like Calcutta, Bangkok, and Guangzhou expected to suffer the worst displacement.39 Nevertheless, 

status quo-oriented pragmatism is the order of the day. In the face of the massive challenges 

detailed above, states cannot sit back any longer – they simply do not have the time to continue 

kicking the can down the road. While it is increasingly impossible to ignore the issue of migration, 

mitigating its effects is not.   
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