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Who Are "Environmental Refugees"?

In the 1993 'State of the World's Refugees', UNHCR
 identified four root causes of refugee flows - political instability; economic tensions; ethnic conflict; and environmental degradation (Lonergan, 1998).  More recently, Matlou (1999) suggested the following, in an Africa-specific context - the effects of past struggles for decolonisation, majority rule and apartheid; post-independence conflicts involving political struggle, ethnicity, religious intolerance and/or human rights violations; and economic and environmental disasters including conflicts over resources.  As such, both have cited environmental factors as one of the root causes of forced migration which have led to, what has been increasingly described as, 'environmental refugees'.

Environmental refugees are defined by El-Hinnawi (1985:4) as "those people who have been forced to leave their traditional habitat…because of a marked environmental disruption…that jeopardized their existence and/or seriously affected the quality of their life".   El-Hinnawi notes three categories:

· Those temporarily displaced because of an environmental stress such as an earthquake or cyclone;

· Those permanently displaced because of permanent changes to their habitat, such as dams or lakes; and

· Those who are permanently displaced because their original habitat can no longer provide for their basic needs.   

Jacobson (1988) suggests that "environmental refugees have become the single largest class of displaced persons in the world" and estimated that there were 10 million in the late 1980s.  More recent estimates suggest that numbers may be as high as 25 million (Myers, 1996) and the International Organization of Migration suggested in 1992, that by the turn of the century there would be one billion persons who have been environmentally displaced from their original habitat (Lonergan, 1998).  However, collecting accurate statistical data on refugees is extremely difficult, few of the figures have been empirically verified and as such, any figures must be treated with some suspicion.

In addition, some would argue that the term 'environmental refugees' is misleading.  The term was first popularised by Lester Brown of the Worldwatch Institute in the 1970s (Saunders, 2000).  Since then it has been the subject of numerous contributions (including El-Hinnawi, 1985; Jacobson, 1988; Myers and Kent, 1995; Black, 2001), and more recently, criticism (see Saunders, 2000; Stranks, 1997; Kibreab, 1994). Indeed, it is suggested that firstly, the use of the term 'environmental' can imply a false separation between overlapping and interrelated categories, including social, political and economic factors. And secondly, the use of the term refugee implies that a similar response should be provided to environmental refugees as to those refugees that have been politically persecuted and crossed international borders (as the UNHCR defines refugees
).  Many would argue that this should not be the case.  As a result, some would argue that it would be more constructive to talk of 'environmental migrants' or 'environmentally displaced persons' (Stranks, 1997).  

The Main Causes of Environmental Migration

It is suggested that there are four categories that cause environmental migration - though these are often interrelated and connected to other factors of a non-environmental nature.  

Firstly, human-induced environmental change, including single catastrophic events such as the Chernobyl and Bhopal chemical accidents.  It also includes longer-term processes such as desertification, viewed by many as the result of long term land degradation.  As Jacobson (1988:6) describes 'desertification…has irreparably damaged millions of hectares of once productive land and made refugees out of millions of sub-Saharan African farmers". And a 1994 UN symposium on 'Desertification and Migration', stated "the number of migrants in the world…continues to increase by about 3 million each year…These increases are largely of rural origin and related to land degradation.  It is estimated that over 135 million people may be at risk of being displaced as a consequence of severe desertification" (INCCCD, 1994 quoted in Black, 2001:12).

Other examples include migration due to the degradation of agricultural lands in Mexico (Leighton-Schwartz, 1996); and the excessive and inappropriate use of the water resources within the watershed of the Aral Sea (Glazovsky and Shestakov, undated).

Land degradation, including desertification as an extreme, is often intimately tied to the issue of overpopulation.  As Homer-Dixon (1991) describes, "some experts propose that…bulging populations and land stress may produce waves of environmental refugees that spill across borders with destabalizing effects." However, such statements over-simplify the true situation and it is generally recognised today that simple population-environment links are of little theoretical and/or practical use. In addition, processes such as desertification are questionable in themselves (see Swift, 1996; Thomas and Middleton, 1994). 

Environmental catastrophes and/or natural disasters also result in migration, though this is likely to occur on a more temporary basis.  For example, the floods of March 2000 in central and southern Mozambique saw the forced, though mainly temporary, displacement of up to a million people (Black, 2001).  It is suggested further that natural disasters can also have a human element - increased population and the distribution of people may contribute to a higher occurrence of natural disasters and a greater impact of such disasters.  For example, the building on flood plains or in earthquake zones raises the likelihood and seriousness of natural disasters (Stranks, 1997).

Thirdly, migration could be induced by military and political upheavals which can involve the conscious and systematic destruction of the environment as an instrument of war or a genocidal policy (ibid).  Examples include the US deforestation policy during the Vietnam war and the systematic destruction of the marshes of southern Iraq by the Iraqi government since 1991 which forced 350,000 Marsh Arabs to flee to south-west Iran or become internally displaced persons (IDPs) (Francke et al., 1996). 

Finally, environmental issues may be linked to socio-economic factors, such as in the distribution of natural resources (Stranks, 1997).  For example, particularly where a resource is relatively scarce, when inequitable distribution of such resource takes place or access to it is prevented by stronger, more powerful members of society, then migration of the under privileged may occur to find alternative sources.  In addition, forced resettlement of people due to development projects, such as dams, can also be considered to have socio-economic aspects.  

Environment, Conflict and Migration

It is also suggested that environmental degradation can be at the root of conflicts that cause refugee movements.  As a former Minister of Defense for Rwanda stated 'environmental causes of major significance in this context [of the Rwanda conflict] are natural resource linked and are due to population pressure, to decline of agricultural land per family land-holding…to soil degradation and to shortage of firewood' (Gasana 2000 in Lind, 2001).  As Homer-Dixon (1999) explains, resource scarcity, made worse by environmental degradation, the inequitable distribution of resources and population growth, leads to poverty, inter-group tensions, institutional collapse and human displacement.  

However, others question these linkages (Hartmann, 1998) and Fairhead (2000) for example, contests that Homer-Dixon's conceptualisation of environmental scarcity is deeply misleading and confuses distinct environmental variables (Lind, 2000). In addition, Black (2001:8) suggests that a review of major conflicts that have caused large-scale forced migration during the 1990s provides little evidence of a generation of environmental 'hotspots' that have developed into war.  And Kibreab (1997:22) argues further that "in war-torn societies, insecurity is a primary cause of environmental change and consequently of population displacement and not the other way around".

The Complexity of Migration

Indeed, though a large number of examples of so-called environmental refugees can be found in the literature, the strength of the academic case put forward is very weak (Black, 2001).  In reality, migration is usually associated with many other factors including land issues, poverty, environmental management and politics. As Castles and Miller (1993 in Lonergan, 1998:6) confirm, migration is "an extremely varied and complex manifestation and component of equally complex economic, social, cultural, demographic, and political processes operating at the local, regional, national and international levels".  People rarely move for one reason alone. Also in many areas, including those prone to drought, migration is a routine and inevitable factor of livelihood and coping strategies.  It occurs on a regular basis and has done for centuries.  It is not necessarily due to a decline in environmental conditions.

As a result the evidence for environmental degradation alone causing migration is somewhat limited. And indeed subsequent editions of the UNHCR publication cited at the beginning of this article have failed to make similar claims that environmental degradation is a cause of refugee flows. 

Future Projections of 'Environmental Refugees'

However, as Black (2001:14) suggests, 'this is not to say that environmental change - or indeed the existence of high risk environments with highly variable climatic or other conditions - are not factors behind large-scale (and sometimes involuntary) migration".  But to make any firm future projections of numbers of 'environmental refugees' is extremely difficult, not least due to the fact that without a firm definition of who is an environmental refugee it is not easy to say that this category of people is increasing. 

Nevertheless, it may be true to say that certain populations are becoming more vulnerable to environmental change because of other factors including poverty, resource inequality, population growth, institutional constraints and economic insufficiency (Lonergan, 1998). In addition, in view of the present economic drive for development, events and/or processes of environmental decline which are due to the failure of mankind to observe principals of good environmental management as part of that development are likely to increase.  For example, there is the issue of human-induced climate change and the impact that this might have on sea-level rise and increased flooding of low-lying coastal areas (Myers, 1993; 1996).  Indeed Myers (1996) forecasts that sea level rise alone will cause 200 million environmental refugees by 2050.  However, such projections are again based on little evidence including no identification of any specific populations that have been forced to relocate from areas that have already experienced sea-level rise. Also, migration is one of many potential responses to increased flooding and such projections fail to take into account the role of adaptation.  

Conclusions

There is a lack of any real theoretical or empirical insight and/or data on the relationship between environmental degradation, migration and indeed, conflict.  As a result there are many inconsistencies to be cleared and questions to be answered on the whole issue of environment and migration.  It is extremely complex and has not been helped by past attempts to isolate it from other highly interrelated issues. Despite this however, it seems fair to say that there is likely to be an increase in displaced people due to factors that include an environmental element.  In addition, poor countries are, in general, more vulnerable to environmental change than rich ones, not least due to having less resources to mitigate any adverse effects.  

As a result, northern countries are likely to find themselves under increasing pressure to provide some support for this issue, whether it be in attempting to prevent such displacement happening or responding to it.  Policymakers therefore should show greater consideration to environmental deterioration and resource scarcity within development and humanitarian assistance activities, including that is, within forced migration.
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� United Nations High Commission for Refugees


� Within international law, refugees are defined as individuals who flee their country because of fear of ethnic, religious or political persecution, or to escape conflict, and cannot rely on the protection of their own government. As such, environmental refugees are not included under such a definition.





