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Abstract  

Environmental degradation has created a 

new type of refugees known as the environmental 

refugees. Governments all over the world struggle 

to provide official status and official protection for 

these people. International law is yet to come up 

with an acceptable legal status for this group of 

people who are forced out of their living habitats 

due to environmental degradation. The article 

analyses the origin and extent of this serious issue 

and also brings out the need for a new definition of 

refugees so that it can accommodate environmental 

refugees. 
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I. INTRODUCTION  

In recent years, the world economy has 

achieved considerable economic and social 

development. The adoption of market oriented 

policies and the active participation of the private 

sector has contributed immensely to this 

development process. Although significant 

economic and social progress has been made, this 

has resulted in the widespread degradation and 

depletion of our natural environment. Economic 

forces are seen as the root cause of environmental 

degradation.  Environment provides the resources 

to satisfy the basic needs of human life. Apart from 

this, it plays an important role in the ethical,  

 

religious, social and cultural values of societies. 

Palmer adds political, economic, technological, 

moral, aesthetic, and spiritual aspects to the 

environment (Palmer, 1998). Human beings are 

dependent for their living, health, and enjoyment of 

life on the basic biological systems. Ecosystems 

provide many services to mankind such as 

recreation, tourism, etc. This multiplicity in nature 

indicates the complexity of the issues concerning 

natural resource management. Benefits derived 

from the sustainable use of natural and 

environmental resources are generally categorized 

into three groups: ecosystem services, biological 

benefits and socio-economic benefits. Ecosystem 

services include the protection of water resources, 

soil formation and protection, nutrient storage and 

cycling, pollution breakdown and absorption, 

contribution to climate stability, maintenance of 

ecosystems and recovery from unpredictable 

events. Ecological diversity is essential in the 

maintenance of ecosystems. Any degradation in 

ecosystems will not only affect production of plants 

and animals but also represent real threats to human 

life on the planet (Pearce David, 2000). There 

exists a close relation between economy and 

environment. Input used in the economic activity 

not only includes labour and capital but also raw 

materials. As economic activity increases, 

exploitation of natural resources also goes up, 
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leading to its depletion. On the output side, along 

with the conventional economic goods, pollution is 

also an output (Panth, 2005). Economic activity 

which includes production and consumption 

requires inputs of natural resources and releases 

pollution, which imposes environmental costs. 

Environmental costs include natural resource 

depletion, pollution and the breakdown of the life 

support system of our planet. Rising population, 

rapid urbanization and increased use of natural 

resources have given rise to a number of serious 

environmental problems like loss of bio diversity 

and habitat destruction, climate change, depletion 

and degradation of forest resources, marine 

resources, air and water pollution and issues of 

waste disposal.  

Environmental Refugees 

Environmental Refugees the newest 

addition to the list of human causalities due to the 

global human impact on the environment. 

Changing environments are causing unprecedented 

migration patterns across the world. Marginalized 

and oppressed communities are becoming 

increasingly vulnerable and are forced to use 

limited resources to control, adapt to or flee their 

homelands. International Organisation for 

Migration (IOM) has defined environmental 

migrants or environmental refugees as persons or 

group of persons who, for reasons of sudden or 

progressive changes in the environment that 

adversely affect their lives or living conditions, are 

obliged to have to leave their habitual homes or 

choose to do so, whether temporarily or 

permanently, and who move either within their 

territory or abroad (IOM 2007).Environmentally 

induced movements may be either temporary, with 

the possibility of return, or permanent, without the 

possibility of return and the necessity to resettle in 

another area. The concept of environmental 

refugees was introduced by Lester Brown of the 

World watch Institute in the 1970s. It became 

popular after a 1985 United Nations Environment 

Programme policy paper entitled „Environmental 

Refugees‟ by El Hinnawi (El Hinnawi 1985). The 

concept was in the public domain from 1958 

onwards although it was known as primitive 

migrant. The various stages of evolution of the 

concept can be seen in Table: 1.    

Table: 1Historical evolution of the concept 

Year Term used 

1958 Primitive Migrant 

1984 Environmental Refugee 

1986 Famine Refugee 

1991 Eco Migrants 

1994 Ecological Refugee 

1995 Distress Migrant 

1996 Environmental Migrant 

1997 Ecological Migrant 

2002 Environmentally Displaced Person 

2002 Eco -Refugee 

2006 Climate Change Exile 

2007 
Environmental Displace ,Development 

Displace 
Source: Lezlie C. Erway Morinière (2009) 

Environmentally induced movements may 

be either temporary, with the possibility of return, 

or permanent, without the possibility of return and 

the necessity to resettle in another area. According 

to Rocca Salcedo Mesa, Environmental damage 

can be generally categorized by two basic criteria. 

The first category is characterised by the 

movements of people resulting from the gradual 

deterioration of the environment, or environmental 

stress. This classification applies mainly to victims 

of natural disasters, such as earthquakes and 

volcanoes, massive storms, such as hurricanes and 

environmental accidents, such as Chernobyl. The 

resulting damage is severe, but the land and 

people‟s lives can usually be re-established after 

clean up and rebuilding. The second category of 

environmental refugees is usually associated with 

human caused permanent environmental changes 

and policy implementation like dams, 

deforestation, desertification and the human actions 

of the multinational companies which generate 
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environmental degradation (Rocca Salcedo Mesa 

(2007). In other words, natural disasters may be 

created or aggravated by human activities. As 

humans degrade natural resources, ecosystems are 

less able to respond to ordinary pressure. This type 

of environmental refugee is displaced by massive 

changes in the environment that render it 

practically unviable for human survival. 

Consequently, people are involuntarily forced to 

leave for survival, due to the action of the industrial 

development (Ruth E. Baker 2001). El-Hinnawi 

described three categories of environmentally 

displaced peoples: 1) those temporarily displaced 

due to natural hazards: 2) those permanently 

displaced because of permanent changes to the 

communities‟ habitat; and 3) those who migrate 

permanently or temporarily because of ecological 

changes in their environment and cannot afford to 

mitigate the changes. (El Hinnawi 1985).  

Different and varied environmental events 

and conditions at multiple scales may cause and 

contribute to human migration and displacement. 

Drivers of migration have been characterized as 

complex, non-linear, multiple, multi-dimensional 

(both push and pull), time bound (seasonal, 

recurrent and gradual) and quintessentially 

dynamic in nature. In addition, migration drivers 

typically include a multiplicity of factors that are 

difficult to segregate. Social and socio-economic 

factors, such as age, gender and class, are 

considered primary causes of migration (Knivet on 

et al. 2008). In some cases, environment is seen as 

an additional, but not an exclusive factor, that can 

influence the decision to migrate. The important 

factors for Environment displacement include 

Natural disasters (Natural disasters like droughts, 

floods, tropical storms, earthquakes, heavy 

temperature, Sea Level rise, famine 

etc.),Ecosystem degradation (the gradual 

degradation of natural eco- systems such as air 

pollution, desertification, and deforestation), 

Development (The government‟s development 

plan, infrastructure and uncontrolled building 

development projects make the native people 

homeless and displace for government‟s profit 

activities), Industrial Accidents and War (Rocca 

Salcedo Mesa (2007). 

The number of natural disasters has 

increased in recent times and majority of them are 

climate change induced. Sir Nicholas Stern has 

claimed that by 2050, 200 million people will be 

displaced due to environmental causes (Stern N 

2006). The ecologist Norman Myers predicted a 

decade ago that we were slowly heading towards a 

"hidden crisis". He was referring to those fleeing 

natural disaster, both the gradual and sudden kind. 

He estimates their numbers will be 150 million 

people within the next three decades. He goes on to 

say that “The crisis is hidden because there is no 

category for them. They are legal gypsies, without 

a home in the Geneva Convention. When they do 

cross borders they are generally classified as 

economic migrants or illegal aliens”. The leaders of 

the tiny island of Tuvalu, which lies halfway 

between Hawaii and Australia, have decided to 

abandon their homeland due to rise in sea levels. 

New Zealand has agreed to accept the entire 

population of eleven thousand people over the 

course of the next decade (Ahmed Tanveer 

2004).Environmental degradation places a strain on 

surrounding communities of developing countries, 

who are influenced and forced to move by both the 

decreasing quality of life in their current location, 

and the irreversible damage and degradation of the 

environment. Consequently, the indigenous 

communities are forced to flee without any 

governmental protection, support and 

compensation. Without international recognition, 

the environmental refugee crises could turn into 

major sources of global instability. 
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Environmental Refugees and International Law    

Refugee Convention of 1951, as amended 

by the 1967 Protocol, defines a refugee as: “any 

person who owing to a well-founded fear of being 

persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 

membership of a particular social group or political 

opinion, is outside the country of his nationality 

and is Unable, or, owing to such fear, is unwilling 

to avail himself of the protection of that 

country”.So, asylum applicants must show that (1) 

they have a well-founded Fear of persecution, (2) 

the persecution is based on one of the protected 

grounds, (3) they are outside the country of their 

nationality, and (4) they are unable or unwilling to 

avail themselves of the protection of their own 

state. Rocca Salcedo Mesa say that “The Refugee 

Convention and its Protocol were approved in a 

specific historical and geographical moment when 

environmental rights were not a priority under the 

protection of the Convention but also 

environmental degradation was not linked with 

human rights. Moreover, terms such as 

globalization, multinational companies, industrial 

development, and toxic wastes are new concepts 

that generate a significant harm in human beings. 

The Refugee Convention did not include 

environmental refugees, and did not provide any 

explicit protection to the strife of people unable to 

survive in their own land due to the destruction of 

their environment in the hands of non-state actors 

and the incompetence and unwillingness of their 

States” (Rocca Salcedo Mesa 2007). 

The Refugee Convention of 1951 and its 

1967 Protocol do not provide a literal, concrete or 

explicit protection for the environmental refugees. 

The environment has emerged as the most recent 

concern of international law since the 1960s.It has 

become essential to protect the fundamental human 

rights due to the significant spread and increase of 

violation of rights caused by environmental 

degradation. United Nations Conference on Human 

Environment held at Stockholm in 1972, has 

declared that an “acceptable environment might 

constitute a precondition for the enjoyment of 

certain human rights: Man has the fundamental 

right to freedom, equality, and adequate conditions 

of life, in an environment of quality that permits 

life of dignity and wellbeing”. The consequences of 

environmental degradation on the human rights, its 

great impact on the development of the region, and 

the damaging effects of this degradation 

particularly suffered by the poor and minority 

groups, extend over both developed and developing 

countries. Hence, nations would be in a process of 

reconsidering the relationship between economy, 

ecology and human rights Nations should 

contemplate and reconsider the relationship 

between economy, ecology and human rights. 

There is a need for the continuous evolution of 

international laws to maintain relevance in a 

rapidly changing world.  

II. CONCLUSION 

The increase in environmental destruction 

and the resultant human rights violations requires 

that human rights law be extended to include and 

promote environmental protections to improve the 

lives of the people through preservation of the 

environment. International human rights law, 

environmental law, and economic law should 

provide an avenue of legal redress for victims of 

environmental destruction. United Nations 

Environment Programme has stated that there is a 

need to establish and understand the state of the 

environment before the arrival of refugees and to 

initiate a preliminary identification, quantification 

and location of the most degraded areas in order to 

prioritise areas in need of assistance” (UNEP 

2000). 
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