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Introduction: 
 

Climate change is growing at an alarming rate. The prevalent impacts of 
climate change including desertification, rising sea levels and severe weather events. 
These are undermining basic human rights of countless people around the world. 
Such issues foreground inequality and injustice due to an erosion of millions of 
people’s homes and cultural livelihoods. It’s further amplifying vulnerability through 
forced displacement. It is impacting a broad array of human rights including rights of 
education, sanitation and an adequate standard of health and living. Displaced 
people have fewer resources and support to adapt to changing hostile environments. 
In the following decades the impact of climate change on vulnerable areas will 
displace about 25 million to 1 billion people (Columbia Law school). These displaced 
individuals are often referred to as “climate refugees”. 
 

Climate change knows no borders with impacts in different communities. It 
causes an imbalance between people by creating a more healthy and safe living 
environment for some , while ruining the settlements and lives of countless others. 
The catastrophic events caused by climate change force people to move, either 
voluntarily or involuntarily. This relocation requires deep understanding and care of 
the rights and ethics of displaced individuals.  

 
On the other hand, there are countries that don’t see the importance or the 

prevalence of the issue, preferring to prioritise sovereignty over climate agreements. 
Most countries recognise the effects but are not willing to invest so much on 
managing immigration and legal policies that need to be implemented to preserve 
the human rights of the displaced. The global response needs to be united in order 
to address the detrimental human rights impacts of climate change. This division is 
only delaying further progress on the imperative issue. 
 

Definition of Key Terms: 
 

1.​ Displacement: Forced movement of people from their homes, communities 
or countries because of some external disaster that makes them compelled to 
leave. 

2.​ Forced relocation: The physical process of permanently moving people 
from their homes, against their will. This typically happens because of 
government policies, conflict or climate disasters. It involves lack of choice 
and can cause loss of population and community. 

3.​ Planned relocation: When an organization or government deliberately 
organises the movement of people from a certain location to another usually  
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to eliminate risks from hazards (like climate hazards). It is usually 
pre-arranged, organized with clear communication with the affected 
population- although it may still be controversial. 

4.​ Climate change: Long term shifts in temperature and weather patterns. It is 
characterized by an increase in natural disasters, rising sea levels, increased 
atmospheric CO2 levels and global warming.  

5.​ Human rights: Rights guaranteed simply because we are human beings- not 
granted because of any state. They are universal, guaranteed to all of us, 
regardless of sex, ethnicity, religion, nationality or any other status. They 
range from the most basic right to life- to the rights of food, education, work, 
health and freedom (OHCHR). 

6.​ Climate refugees: People who must leave their homes and communities 
due to the effects of climate change and global warming. 

 
Background Information: 

Climate change has been a background issue for years past, but now it has 
become dire. It is causing immense heat strokes, flash floods, forest fires and other 
unpredictable natural disasters around the world. It is having a major impact on 
human rights ranging from the right to life , to the rights of food, water, clean health 
and sanitation, to cultural rights. The countries most affected by climate change are 
those with the fewest resources to adapt. The primary contributors to climate 
change are China, the US and Russia. The countries most affected are countries like 
Somalia, the DRC, Bangladesh to name a few. These countries are disproportionately 
impacted despite having contributed significantly less to climate change. According 
to the UNU, 20 million people are displaced each year- this is greater than the 
number of displacements by wars and conflict. 
 
​ A study conducted by UNESCO and UNU-IAS on the Asia Pacific region 
highlights the lack of policies and measures to ensure the timely provision of social 
protection, emergency help, education and mental services for climate refugees. 
There is a key need to raise awareness among the international community of the 
rights of people displaced due to climate change. According to UNICEF, 80% of 
climate displaced victims are women, making them more vulnerable to climate 
displacement. It is more damaging to their health due to their dependency on 
certain natural resources and their primary role as caregivers. A devastating flood in 
Pakistan in 2022 left almost 650,000 pregnant women deprived of healthcare, where 
they were forced to give birth under open sky with no resources to aid them. Gender 
based violence is also exacerbated in times of climate crisis. This highlights the grave 
impact climate displacement has on the human rights of women. 
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​ Displaced people often have no option but to live in far, remote areas, in 
informal settlements or overcrowded camps. These facilities have limited access to 
basic necessities or infrastructure. They are highly vulnerable to further climate 
hazards or external diseases. It makes it much harder for displaced people to 
become self-sufficient. It also undermines relationships and connection because 
forced displacement can cause the separation of families (UNHCR). Moreover, within 
settlement camps, tensions can escalate over vital basic resources such as water and 
arable land, threatening the relationship between displaced communities and the 
host population. Given that LEDCs are disproportionately impacted by the effects of 
climate change, worsening environmental conditions add to their economic burden 
making it harder to sustain peace and facilitate a safe return of the displaced 
population. 
 

Climate refugees are currently not given proper care or refugee status under 
our current legal representation (1951 UN Convention on refugees). They are facing 
countless legal and humanitarian issues because current plans and frameworks have 
not accounted for such challenges. They are not even legally recognised as refugees 
in many countries- many countries are enforcing discriminatory policies because they 
don’t recognise the seriousness of the situation. Climate activists are calling for this 
to be recognised as a dire situation with better representation of their national and 
legal rights. The HRC has already recognized the detrimental effects of climate 
change on the enjoyment of human rights, felt most prominently by people 
geographically vulnerable. 
 

 
 
Current Situation: 
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Climate change key impacts around the world 

The effects of climate change are felt around the world. Global warming has 
seen 2024 as the hottest year in the last decade. Higher global temperatures are 
causing heat waves and are making working conditions outside unbearable. It is also 
exacerbating the health related illnesses. The frequency of wildfires are increasing, 
posing a risk to all people in the nearby area by contaminating and polluting their 
living spaces. Destructive storms, extreme flooding and rainfall have also been 
exacerbated due to this issue. Cyclones, hurricanes, and typhoons have become 
much more frequent.Such storms often destroy homes and communities, causing 
countless deaths and major economic losses. Climate change is increasing 
drought-creating water scarcity and damaging ecosystems. All of this emphasises the 
major threat on people’s health. Air pollution, increased diseases, forced 
displacement, mental health pressures, water scarcity are conditions stemming from 
this issue. Each year such environmental factors are responsible for the deaths of 
approximately 13 million people (UN). These are all contributors to displacement; 
floods sweep away coastal and urban homes, water scarcity can damage food 
supply, storms can uproot homes, wildfires can cause widespread air pollution 
causing temporary relocation. In 2024 45.8 million people were displaced as a result 
of weather related disasters. As mentioned, most displacements happen in 
vulnerable countries (LEDCs), who are less ready to adapt to the impacts of climate 
change. These are the effects of climate change- damaging the right to life of so 
many people. 
 
Cultural impacts of Climate change  

The cultural impacts of climate displacement are intangible, yet ever 
prevalent. Intangible cultural heritage as defined by the UN, are oral traditions, 
social practices, performing arts, rituals, knowledge and practices concerning cultural 
events. When forcefully relocated, culture becomes a thing of the past. Loss of their 
physical landscapes may cause loss of cultural heritage which the UN recognises. 
However, the value of loss of intangible culture is key to understand when 
understanding the impact on human rights. It is closely associated with loss of land, 
sense of place and identity. Climate displaced communities lose customs associated 
with land like celebrations, burials, hunting and farming. They end up losing sacred 
places, family and networks causing them to be isolated in a new community. Land 
ownership traditions for example, are practices that may not be recognized in host 
countries. They may also encounter language barriers, complicating adaptation as 
individuals use narratives as tools to adapt and navigate the new challenges of the 
territory. Moreover, the host country’s culture is prioritised over the culture of the 
displaced communities, further creating a cultural barrier between the displaced and 
the host communities. It can also cause cultural exploitation or appropriation where 
the host community dominates and may undermine cultural traditions of the 
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displaced populations. These aspects can escalate tensions in the setting. Cultural 
heritage is closely linked to one’s identity and perception of themselves , serving as a 
key human right. Loss of cultural identity can have an adverse impact on the mental 
health of countless people, affecting their daily lives and undermining their right to 
health and liberty (liberty to practice their culture freely). 

 
 
 
Right to health, water and sanitation 

This is a basic human right that climate refugees are denied. Through climate 
disasters, homes are flooded, water is contaminated, wildfires started, smoke, dust 
and foreign particles are inhaled. Access to safe water and sanitation is key for 
upholding human rights and living a life of dignity (Committee on Economic, Social, 
and Cultural Rights. People are living in unsanitary conditions, with lack of access to 
food, water and sanitation- basic human rights. Moreover, a study conducted by the 
National Library of Medicine, shows that traumatic experiences due to extreme 
weather events increase the risk of anxiety disorders like PTSD. Continuous stressors 
like food insecurity and displacement can be major risks for mental health issues. 
The loss of culture, family, communities and livelihood is stressful for anyone, 
particularly young children and adults managing families.  
 
Climate misinformation and the impact this has on human rights 

The situation is dire. It is emphasised by the UN, it is emphasised by affected 
countries and visible to the world by the tragic stories heard on the news. However, 
there are enough people that dispute its urgency. One of the biggest misinformation 
sources is Donald Trump, the president of the United States. The US is one of the 
biggest contributors to climate change due to their extensive use of fossil fuels. 
Donald Trump has been spreading misinformation online about how global warming 
is a hoax and that renewable sources of energy are too expensive and don’t actually 
work. There are scientists and credible sources saying that climate change isn’t a key 
issue, we shouldn’t be spending money on cutting down global emissions. The 
impact of this is that the world is disregarding the lives of countless innocent 
individuals and once again putting their human rights on the backfoot. We have a lot 
of treaties addressing displacement but not enough addressing climate displacement 
and the impact this has on human rights specifically. Misrepresentation of the 
severity of climate change further undermines their human rights.  

 
Major Parties Involved and Their Views: 
 
OHCHR 
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The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR) is actively involved in advocating for the rights of climate refugees. They 
are focused on giving guidance, facilitating cooperation talks and funding research to 
better the system of preserving all individuals human rights.  
 
United States of America 

The US is one of the biggest contributors to climate change; they bear an 
outsized responsibility for this issue. It is the second largest contributor to CO2 
emissions in the world, following China, accounting for 12.60% of global CO2 
emissions. Up until recently they were involved in providing foreign aid assistance to 
address the needs of climate displaced people. However, recently they have removed 
themselves from countless Human rights and climate change focused organisations 
including the Paris agreement. Their president Donald Trump has categorised the 
climate change issue as a hoax or a minor inconvenience caused by nature that will 
go away. They have also withdrawn many of their foreign aid assistance programs. 
They also do not recognise climate refugees in their legal system. Hence, the global 
superpower has recently been responsible for the slow pace of action regarding this 
issue.  

 
European Union 

The European Union is actively involved in providing funding and assistance to 
climate refugees. They are committed to reducing their emissions and have already 
implemented global emission reduction, and are moving towards the use of 
renewable energy sources. The EU identifies climate induced displacement as a 
legitimate policy concern and many EU nations have taken minor individual steps like 
the provision of humanitarian visas. However, they lack cohesion and coordination 
and need to delve into more detailed approaches. They are moving forward with the 
times and recognising the severity of the situation and investing in a greener future. 
 
Southeast Asian countries (Bangladesh, Philippines, Vietnam) 

These are some of the countries most affected by climate change. Bangladesh 
has experienced greater than 185 adverse weather events over the course of the 
last 20 years. Their most major climate concern for a lot of these countries is the 
rising sea level. In September 2024, Typhoon Yagi, the most powerful storm to hit 
Asia in 2024, killed scores of people and displaced countless others in southeast 
Asian countries. In Vietnam, greater than ⅕ of the country - about 19 million people 
were greatly affected, with a large number in need of humanitarian aid. Next, in 
2024 in Bangladesh, flash floods and heavy rainfall have impacted greater than 5.82 
million people. Hence, these countries have been disproportionately impacted by the 
effects of climate change causing great displacement and humanitarian crisis.  
 
DRC, Chad, Somalia 
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​ These 3 countries are some of the most affected by climate change. Their 
economic and political struggles make them even more susceptible to the damaging 
effects of climate change. They are constantly battling foods, droughts and famine. 
Millions of people in these regions experience unstable livelihoods, food shortages, 
and precarious housing due to a lack of national capacity for adaptation and 
humanitarian response.  
 
New Zealand 

New Zealand has recently been subjecting people in Tuvalu and Kiribati 
(pacific islands) to discriminatory migration policies. They are tearing families apart 
discounting children’s rights (Amnesty International). Their PAC scheme is only for 
people between the ages of 18-45 who are willing and able to work and are able to 
prove that they have an acceptable health standard. Anyone with disabilities or 
medical conditions are excluded from this. Their views and policies are once again 
undermining fundamental human rights and are serving as discriminatory towards 
people who have no control over their situation.  

 
UN Involvement, Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events: 

 
The UNHCR and the HRC are taking great interest in resolving these issues. 

Some key treaties and organisations are listed below; 
●​ International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, ICCPR Articles 1,12, 13, 

17, 16 December 1966 
○​ These articles uphold people’s rights to self-determination (pursue and 

follow their views on political, social and cultural topics), freedom of 
movement (free will) and fair treatment as non-citizens of a country. 

○​ It has clear legal specifics but is not focused on climate refugees 
specific needs enough- this issue is underrepresented. 

●​ International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights Articles 1, 2, 
9, 11, 12, 16 December 1966 

○​ Rights to self-determination, freedom to express themselves without 
discrimination, right to social security, right to an adequate living 
standard. 

●​ The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (the 
Convention or UNFCCC),9 May 1992 

○​ Framework for global cooperation on climate change- prevent human 
interference and cut down global emissions. 

●​ Paris Agreement, COP 21, December 12 2015 
○​ The goal was to significantly reduce greenhouse gas emissions to 

decrease global temperatures rises to well below 2 degrees 
Celsius.They also planned to meet and cooperate to refine and further 
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their progress by cooperating as a united front. Their goal was to 
provide financial assistance to developing countries to mitigate climate 
change and increase their adaptability when faced with impacts of 
climate change. 

○​ It is the most significant climate agreement, till date. It has spurred a 
change in many of the countries’ policies and caused them to pledge 
about curbing emissions and supporting countries to adapt to climate 
impacts. As scientists say, there has been progress in reducing 
emissions but not enough and if this continues the catastrophic 
environmental impacts will not be able to be stopped. The fact that the 
US backed out of the agreement has proven to be a setback as such it 
is a major country and one of the highest contributors to global 
emissions  

 
Possible Solutions: 

1.​ Provide financing and support to climate action in countries and host 
community areas where displaced people take refuge, or hope to safely return 
to following their displacement- Increase adaptation funding to developing 
countries to preserve the citizens’ human rights. The support should be 
focused on strengthening preparedness so that the country can be ready for 
climate challenges and can provide adequate care for its citizens in case of an 
emergency. 

2.​ Enforce and maintain goals set in the Paris agreement- Countries meet and 
review climate treaties and agreements- use UN funding to facilitate a clear 
discussion to cooperate and achieve long scale climate targets to reduce its 
devastating effects on people and their human rights.  

3.​ Establish clear international and regional legal frameworks regarding climate 
displaced refugees- Frameworks outlining key safe protection services, 
settlement camps and access to key services essential to preserve their 
human rights. 

4.​ Increasing the number of humanitarian visas and developing legal tools to 
give residency or asylum to climate refugees- Ensure they are better legally 
protected. 

5.​ Invest in better psychological and mental services for displaced individuals- 
Forced displacement takes a huge toll on the mental health of the families 
who have lost their communities, homes and livelihoods. Fund research on 
the existing needs and target audience. Use funding to integrate specialised 
mental services and upskill worker training. 

6.​ Focus on awareness raising campaigns and reduce the spread of 
misinformation around climate related issues- Use UN funding to create NGO 
initiated talks and programmes in schools, workplaces and public spaces, 
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raising awareness about human rights issues for climate refugees, creating a 
mobilized and unionized public which will have the power to incite change in 
society. Create partnerships with social media companies to prevent the 
spread of disinformation online regarding the significance of the issue. 
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