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Start to move
How climate change influences migration

Preparing for a future with more climate-related migration

What can the Netherlands do?

 Climate-related migration already occurs worldwide, but there are no reliable figures  
 on the global scale

 Most climate-related migration occurs across short distances, within countries or regions

 As the impacts of climate change intensify, the risk of migration increases for tens to  
 hundreds of millions of people worldwide

More and more people worldwide live in areas where living conditions are deteriorating 
due to climate change

Most people remain where they are, but some people will migrate due to the 
consequences of climate change

Impact of climate change on migration

Loss of (usable) land
For example due to desertification, 
coastal erosion or sea level rise

Rising instability and conflict
For example due to tensions around the 
division of scarce resources

Pressure on basic needs
For example due to water 
and food shortages

More extreme weather
For example hurricanes
and floods

Risks to health
For example due to heat stress and the
spread of infectious diseases

Loss of income
For example due to loss  
of crops and cattle as a  
consequence of drought

Preparing for climate-related migration 
within the Netherlands and the Dutch 
Caribbean

Promoting research and monitoring 
of climate-related migration and 
displacement within and towards  
Europe

Strengthening contributions 
climate resilience in low- and 
middle-income countries

Advancing the (global)  legal 
protection of people migrating 
due to climate change 

wkr.nl adviesraadmigratie.nl
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1.  Introduction 

1.1 Background 
As climate change accelerates, the likelihood that people around the world will move 
away from their homes increases. Climate-related migration (defined in Box A) is not new. 
Migration is a universal strategy that people have used throughout history to improve their living 
conditions. Climate, the availability of water, and access to fertile land have always helped 
determine where people live and where they move.1 
 
The current pace of climate change poses major challenges. The climate is changing at an 
accelerating rate, and the impacts on people and nature are becoming increasingly visible.2 At 
the same time, more people are living on Earth than ever before, and the global population is 
expected to continue growing for more than another fifty years.3 This combination of population 
growth and climate change means that, in the coming decades, hundreds of millions or even 
billions of people will be living in areas where climate change is severely affecting living 
conditions.4 Not everyone will leave, but the likelihood of migration will increase. 
 
Multiple governments and international organizations are preparing for climate-related 
migration and displacement. The issue has been on the agenda of negotiations under the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change5 for years, and in 2022 climate-
related migration was recognized as a form of “loss and damage.”6 In 2024, the UN Refugee 
Agency (UNHCR) established a fund for climate-related migrants and displaced people.7 Some 
governments, such as that of Bangladesh, are preparing for climate-related migration by 
supporting people moving from rural areas to cities. Some countries are also experimenting with 
new forms of legal protection for climate-related migrants who cross international borders. 
Australia, for example, offers residents of the small island state of Tuvalu access to special visas 
that allow them to live, work, and study in Australia.8 This is because there are currently no 
binding global agreements on the legal protection of climate-related migrants.9 
 
These developments are also relevant to the Netherlands. Under international agreements, 
the Netherlands has a responsibility to promote the well-being of migrants and displaced people 
worldwide.10 The Netherlands also has an interest in gaining a better understanding of climate-
related migration, because migration, including internal migration, can contribute to instability in 
countries with which the Netherlands trades (see Section 4.1).11 In addition, the Netherlands 
needs to prepare for climate-related migration closer to home, as it is already occurring in the 
European Netherlands, the Caribbean parts of the Kingdom of the Netherlands, and elsewhere in 
Europe.12 
 
National politics and policy have so far paid limited attention to climate-related migration. 
This may be due to the complexity, uncertainty, and political sensitivity of the issue.13 However, it 
is possible to build knowledge and develop insights that can inform action. A certain degree of 
uncertainty is unavoidable given the complex relationship between climate change and 

 
1For example, substantial migration occurred between approximately the 9th and 14th centuries as a result of the warm period in the 
Northern Hemisphere.Barnett & McMichael (2018); Degroot et al. (2022); Hattem (2026); Hongtao & Ting (2021); Kummu et al. (2011); 
Ruyssen (2025); Small & Cohen (2004); Xu et al. (2020). 
2 Foster & Rahmstorf (2026); Xu et al. (2020). 
3 UNDESA (2024). 
4 IPCC (2022b); Smirnov et al. (2023); Xu et al. (2020). 
5 IPCC (2022b); Schewel et al. (2024); World Bank (2021). 
6 Pill (2022); UNFCCC (z.d.). 
7 EPRS (2023); UNHCR (2024). 
8 Australia-Tuvalu Falepili Union (2023). 
9Climate-related migrants and displaced people are not covered by the UN Refugee Convention; legally speaking, there is therefore no 
such category as a “climate refugee.” Climate change in itself consequently does not constitute grounds for asylum in another country. 
Subsidiary protection may, however, apply indirectly if the impacts of climate change lead to violent conflict. See Brouwer (2020a) and 
EPRS (2023). 
10 EPRS (2023); ICJ (2025). 
11 Ministerie van Justitie en Veiligheid (2023). 
12 Boas et al. (2023). 
13 Bettini et al. (2017); Farbotko (2022). 
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migration. This uncertainty cannot be eliminated entirely. That is precisely why it is important to 
anticipate the different ways in which climate-related migration may occur and to explore options 
for addressing it.14 
 
Box A: Definitions of climate-related migration, displacement, and planned relocation 

Climate-related migration is the movement of one or more people away from their habitual place of 
residence, at least partially due to sudden or gradual changes in their living conditions resulting 
from climate change. We use a broad definition: climate-related migration may be voluntary or forced, 
temporary or permanent, and may take place within countries (internal) or across national borders 
(international).15 We use the term climate-related migration, rather than climate migration, because climate 
change is almost never the sole driver of migration. Many factors determine whether people migrate, 
including the socioeconomic, cultural, and political environment in which they live, as well as household and 
individual characteristics (see Section 2.1). 

Climate-related migration may be voluntary or forced. Forced migration is also referred to as 
displacement. In practice, however, the distinction between voluntary and forced migration is difficult to 
make, particularly in the context of climate-related migration. This is because the effects of climate change 
often influence migration indirectly, for example through water and food availability and loss of income. As a 
result, it is not possible to determine whether a person was forced to leave because of climate change or for 
other socioeconomic reasons, or how much freedom of choice they had in making that decision.16 This is 
particularly difficult to determine in the case of the gradual effects of climate change.17 We therefore use the 
term climate-related displacement only in cases of displacement by extreme weather events related to 
climate change. In such cases, people are forced to leave suddenly and with little preparation. In all other 
cases, we use climate-related migration as the umbrella term. This includes climate-related migration 
involving greater or lesser degrees of voluntariness and more or less preparation (see also Section 2.1). 

Our definition also includes migration within the Netherlands and Europe. People within Europe are 
also experiencing the effects of climate change that may contribute to climate-related migration and 
displacement, although these movements are often not described as such (see, for example, Box B).18 At 
the same time, we recognize that the scale, nature, and impact of climate-related migration vary 
considerably across regions and depend on the context in which these changes occur. The most severe 
consequences of climate-related migration are seen in low- and middle-income countries and small island 
states.19 

We also use the terms climate-related migrant and displaced person. We do not use the term “climate 
refugee,” because refugee is a legal term that does not apply to people who migrate because of climate 
change (see Section 3.2.3).  

Planned relocation is a form of climate-related migration in which entire communities are relocated 
with government support. In planned relocation, the decision to migrate is made collectively because 
climate risks in certain areas are considered too high. This decision is often made by the government in 
consultation with local communities. People and infrastructure are then relocated through a planned 
process to areas with lower climate risks. Planned relocation is often used following repeated damage and 
displacement caused by climate change (see Box D), but it can also be used proactively to reduce future 
damage and displacement (see Box H). 

 
The debate in politics and policy is complicated by the narrative that climate change will 
lead to large-scale migration to Europe. Both the left and right side of the political spectrum 
regularly claim that climate change will lead to mass international migration, including to Europe. 
This view also receives attention from journalists, climate activists, international organizations, 
researchers, and governments.20 The narrative is used for a variety of purposes. For example, it 
is invoked to draw attention to the need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions or mobilize 
funding, but also to underscore the importance of restrictive migration policies. This view is 
insufficiently supported by the evidence.21 Based on current knowledge, large-scale climate-

 
14 Haasnoot et al. (2013); Stirling (2003). 
15 IOM (2019). There is no universally accepted definition of “climate-related migration and displacement.” Different terms are used in both 
research and policy to describe human movement resulting from climate change. The definition does not imply that it refers only to 
migration and displacement resulting from human-induced climate change, although this is often the focus in international political 
discourse.  
16 Bakewell (2021); Ruyssen (2025). 
17 Link et al. (2025). 
18 Boas et al. (2023). 
19According to the World Bank, in 2026 a low-income economy has a gross national income (GNI) per capita of $1,135 or less. “Lower-
middle-income economies” have a GNI per capita of between $1,136 and $4,495. See World Bank (z.d.). 
20 Bonneux & Van Praag (2024); De Haas (2023); Sakellari (2021). 
21 APPG (2026); De Haas (2023); MMC (2022b, 2022c). 
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related migration to Europe is not expected (see Section 3.1.3). This underscores the importance 
of careful language and a sound knowledge base in the debate on this issue. 

1.2 Purpose, approach, and guide to the briefing 
The purpose of this briefing is to consolidate knowledge, provide insight into the 
underlying mechanisms, risks, and uncertainties of climate-related migration, and identify 
areas in which the Netherlands can take action. Climate-related migration is a complex issue. 
An understanding of the underlying mechanisms, risks, uncertainties, and options for action 
helps support a nuanced and informed discussion of the issue in politics and policymaking, as 
well as in society more broadly. In this briefing, we consolidate existing knowledge and identify 
areas that are relevant to Dutch policymakers, practitioners, and civil society. 
 
For this briefing, we reviewed the literature and consulted national and international 
experts. The briefing was produced through collaboration between the Advisory Council on 
Migration (Adviesraad Migratie) and the Netherlands Scientific Climate Council 
(Wetenschappelijke Klimaatraad). An overview of the literature and experts consulted is provided 
at the end of the briefing. 
 
The briefing consists of four chapters. This introductory chapter is followed by two chapters in 
which we bring together the most recent available knowledge. Chapter 2 describes how climate-
related migration occurs. We discuss how migration and displacement are affected by climate 
change and illustrate these processes with examples from different countries. Finally, we 
examine what happens to people after they migrate. Chapter 3 discusses the challenges 
associated with climate-related migration. Using trends, we describe the estimated impact on the 
world, Europe, and the Netherlands. This shows the scale of the shared global challenge. 
Chapter 4 focuses on the options available to the Netherlands for taking action. We argue that 
politicians and policymakers should devote greater attention to climate-related migration. In 
doing so, we identify four areas in which further development of policy and knowledge is 
relevant. 
 



 7 Briefing 
 

 Start to move 

2. How climate change affects 
migration and displacement 

In this chapter, we describe how climate change affects migration and displacement. We 
first establish a common knowledge base on migration and climate change. We then discuss 
how climate change can lead to migration. Finally, we examine what typically happens to 
climate-related migrants and displaced people in their new place of residence. 

2.1 How migration and displacement occur 
Migration is an umbrella term for the movement of people and generally involves a 
departure that is planned to a greater or lesser extent, with the aim of improving living 
conditions. Migration is voluntary when people have the freedom to choose whether to stay or 
leave and decide to leave. That decision is sometimes made by individuals, but more often within 
households or communities. People who choose to migrate may, for example, seek to reduce 
risks (push factors) or take advantage of opportunities elsewhere (pull factors). Migration can 
also contribute to the well-being of family members and communities who remain behind, for 
example through remittances sent by migrants.22 Migration can also be involuntary. Some people 
have limited or very limited opportunities to improve living conditions where they live. In such 
cases, the decision to leave is only voluntary to a limited extent. In practice, the distinction 
between voluntary and forced migration is not black and white, but rather exists along a 
spectrum.23 
 
In cases of displacement, people have no choice but to leave, sometimes suddenly. 
Displaced people leave their place of residence because living conditions deteriorate to such an 
extent that they are forced to leave, for example due to war, violence, or extreme weather such 
as severe drought, wildfires, storms, or floods (see Box A). Displacement often involves little or 
no preparation or freedom of choice: people leave against their will, taking only what they can 
carry at the time, with no clear idea of where they will go and no prospect of returning. 
 
For migration, not only the desire but also the ability to leave is important. This ability is 
influenced by a range of factors (Figure 1).24 The physical living environment plays a role, as 
does the socioeconomic, cultural, and political environment.25 Personal characteristics, 
ambitions, and expectations about the future also have an influence. Improving living conditions 
is often the objective, with migration being one of the possible strategies. The decision to migrate 
or stay also depends on the opportunities and barriers people perceive in their current place of 
residence and elsewhere. Examples include access to basic services, education, employment, 
land, and migration laws at the destination. The expected opportunities and risks along the way 
also play a role in the decision to stay or leave.26 Migration infrastructure is another factor, 
including the presence of intermediaries or migrant smugglers, means of transportation and 
communication, regulations, humanitarian organizations, and diaspora networks.27  
 
Not everyone wants to or is able to leave. People who do not want to leave stay voluntarily; 
those who are unable to leave are forced to stay behind. Most people prefer to remain in the 
region where they grew up and where they are socially, culturally, and economically rooted.28 
When leaving nevertheless becomes necessary or desirable, it usually takes place over a short 
distance, and there is often a desire to return in the longer term. Some people, families, or 
communities consciously choose to stay, for example because of family ties or their connection 

 
22 ACMI & GCCM (2022); EPC (2023); IPCC (2022b); Ruyssen (2025). 
23 Bakewell (2021); Ruyssen (2025). 
24 Carling (2017, 2002); De Haas (2021). 
25 Carling et al. (2024). 
26 Banda et al. (2026). 
27 Ruyssen (2025). 
28 IPCC (2022b); McMichael et al. (2021). 
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to the community. Others want to leave but lack the means to do so and are therefore forced to 
stay behind.29 An attempt to leave may also fail, for example if someone is stopped or sent back 
along the way (see Box E on immobility). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
29 Düvell (2025); Ruyssen (2025); Schewel (2020). 
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2.2 What climate change is 
The world is getting warmer. In 2025, the global average temperature was 1.43 °C (uncertainty 
range ± 0.13 °C) above the pre-industrial level of 1850–1900, just below the record of 1.55 °C set 
in 2024 (uncertainty range ± 0.13 °C). The past eleven years have been the eleven warmest 
years globally since records began in 1850.30 As the Earth warms, the climate is changing 
worldwide. With every tenth of a degree of warming, the impacts of climate change increase.31 
 
The impacts of climate change are diverse. A distinction can be made between sudden and 
gradual impacts. Sudden impacts include more severe or more frequent extreme weather, such 
as heat, drought, storms, heavy precipitation, and flooding. Gradual impacts unfold more slowly 
and include warming, increasing aridity, desertification, salinization, sea-level rise, and 
biodiversity loss. Some of these impacts are irreversible.32 
 
The climate is changing at an accelerating pace. Global warming,33 sea-level rise,34 and 
glacier loss35 are all accelerating. This acceleration means that people and nature have less time 
to adapt, resulting in additional damage and loss.36 At the same time, some measures to adapt 
the living environment to a changing climate become less effective as the impacts of climate 
change become more severe.37 
 
The pace and severity of further climate change depend on future greenhouse gas 
emissions and on how the climate system responds to them. Both are subject to 
uncertainty, meaning that the way climate change will unfold over the coming decades can only 
be predicted approximately.38 There is broad scientific consensus that every additional increment 
of warming increases the severity of the impacts. Moreover, risks, damage, and losses do not 
increase gradually, but exponentially.39 The impacts of climate change can also reinforce and 
follow one another: more severe weather extremes increasingly occur simultaneously or in quick 
succession. In addition, the risk of abrupt and difficult-to-reverse changes in the climate system, 
known as tipping points, is increasing. Examples include a weakening of the AMOC40, the 
collapse of parts of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet, and the widespread die-off of coral reefs. Such 
tipping points may already occur at a global temperature increase of 1.5 to 2 °C.41 A weakening 
of the AMOC could substantially alter temperatures and precipitation in Europe, with major 
consequences for food production and nature. 

 
30 WMO (2026) 
31 IPCC (2023). 
32 IPCC (2023). 
33 Witze (2026). 
34 EEA (2025). 
35 The GlaMBIE Team (2025); Witze (2026).  
36 Martin et al. (2022). 
37 Carbon Brief (2024a). 
38 Climate change may accelerate further due to so-called feedback mechanisms. These are processes in which changes in the climate 
system reinforce themselves, for example when thawing permafrost releases additional CO₂ and methane. Important feedback 
mechanisms operate slowly, and their full impact will only become visible over the coming decades to centuries. These feedback 
mechanisms are expected to shape the Earth's climate far beyond the year 2100. However, scientific understanding is currently insufficient 
to anticipate their full impact.  
39 IPCC (2023). 
40 Full name: Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation, a large-scale ocean circulation system in the Atlantic Ocean. 
41 McKay et al. (2023). 
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2.3 Six ways in which climate change affects migration and displacement 
The impact of climate change on migration depends strongly on local climate risks, local 
context, and policy. The effects of climate change vary by region: temperatures in Europe, for 
example, are rising almost twice as fast as the global average.42 Precipitation is increasing in 
some parts of the world and decreasing in others.43 The impact on living conditions also varies 
by location: for example, a modest increase in drought and heat in the extremely dry Sahel 
region has a greater impact on how physically habitable the area is than the same increase 
would have in the Netherlands. The capacity to cope with these impacts also varies by region: 
where sufficient resources are available, at either the societal or individual level, the effects of 
climate change can often be effectively addressed or even prevented (see Section 2.4). Where 
such resources are lacking, the likelihood of displacement and migration increases, as does the 
risk of being forced to stay behind.44 Individual and group characteristics also play an important 
role here, as they do in migration more generally (see Section 2.1). People living in poverty, older 
people, children, and women are generally more severely affected by climate change, yet are 
less likely to migrate (see Box E).45 
 
Below, we examine six ways in which climate change can contribute to migration. These 
six pathways are not exhaustive, but represent the main links between climate change and 
migration (see Figure 2). We illustrate these six pathways, as well as the importance of local 
context, using examples from different countries. 
 
1. Extreme weather leads to displacement, and repeated extreme weather can lead to 

migration. The increase in heat, drought, wildfires, floods, and storms due to climate change 
contributes to displacement.46 Scientists are increasingly able to link extreme weather events 
directly to climate change.47 Displacement following extreme weather usually occurs over 
short distances and within a short period of time.48 Displacement due to extreme weather 
occurs around the world. Examples include the monsoon floods in Pakistan in 2022, which 
displaced an estimated 1.2 million people,49 and Cyclone Idai in Mozambique in 2019, which 
forced nearly half a million people to leave their homes (see Box D). In the United States, 
266,000 people were displaced by wildfires over the course of 2024, most of them in 
California.50 Brazil was struck by severe floods in Rio Grande do Sul in 2024, displacing 
775,000 people.51 Displacement due to extreme weather also occurs closer to home. 
Examples include the floods in Valencia in 2024, which displaced 15,000 people, and the 
2021 floods in the Netherlands, Belgium, and Germany (see Box B). Wildfires can also result 
in temporary displacement or migration. Wildfires are becoming more frequent and more 
severe, partly as a result of climate change.52 In July 2026, more than 200,000 people were 
evacuated in Spain and France because of wildfires.53 Displacement is often temporary, but 
damage to the living environment can mean that return is not always straightforward, 
desirable, or possible. Repeated displacement may also contribute to a growing desire to 
settle permanently elsewhere.54  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
42 C3S/ECMWF & WMO (2026); Rantanen et al. (2022). 
43 Nazeri Tahroudi (2025). 
44 IPCC (2022b). 
45 Carling et al. (2024); IPCC (2022b); Vinke et al. (2020). 
46 IPCC (2022b); Sciences et al. (2016). 
47 Fischer & Knutti (2015); Liu et al. (2026). 
48 Carbon Brief (2024b); EPC (2023); IPCC (2022b). 
49 IDMC (2025); World Weather Attribution (2022). 
50 IDMC (2025). Climate change has increased both the likelihood and severity of wildfires in California, see World Weather Attribution 
(2025a).  
51 IDMC (2025). Climate change has increased the likelihood of large-scale flooding in Brazil, see World Weather Attribution (2024). 
52 WKR (2025a); World Weather Attribution (2025b). 
53 World Weather Attribution (2026). 
54 de Sherbinin et al. (2024); MPI & IDB (2023); World Bank (2021). de Sherbinin et al. (2024); World Bank (2021); MPI & IDB (2023). 
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Box B. Displacement and the aftermath of severe flooding in the Netherlands, Belgium, and 
Germany, 2021 

In the summer of 2021, parts of Western Europe were severely affected by heavy rainfall that caused 
flooding. More than twice the amount of rain that normally falls during the entire month of July fell within 48 
hours.55 Climate change has increased the likelihood of such extreme precipitation.56 Despite strong water 
management and emergency response capacity, the rainfall was so exceptional that rivers and streams 
overflowed their banks. This caused flooding in the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, Luxembourg, and 
Switzerland. 

In the Netherlands, 50,000 people were evacuated, and some were unable to return home for an 
extended period.57 Evacuees stayed with family or friends or in temporary housing, such as construction 
trailers, vacation parks, social housing, or private rental housing.58 Most people were able to return home 
relatively quickly, but approximately 700 homes were declared uninhabitable.59 Some residents therefore 
had to live elsewhere for years and suffered substantial financial losses.60  

The impact was even greater in Belgium and Germany, where more than 230 people died in total. In 
Belgium, 41 people died and an estimated 45,000 homes were damaged.61 Recovery and compensation 
took years.62 In addition, not all homes could be repaired. Several dozen homes were declared 
uninhabitable, and not all residents were able or willing to return and rebuild their homes.63 In Germany, 190 
people died, more than 40,000 people were affected, and a hospital had to be evacuated.64  

Following the floods, the Dutch government conducted research and developed policies to limit the 
impacts of similar events in the future. Various measures have been taken to make the region more 
resilient to such disasters. For example, the Water Safety and Spatial Planning Program for Limburg 
(Programma Waterveiligheid en Ruimte Limburg) was developed in cooperation with provinces, 
municipalities, water authorities, and the national government. The program combines various adaptation 
measures, such as retaining, storing, and draining water and strengthening protective infrastructure. It also 
focuses on spatial planning, for example by keeping space available for water storage and drainage and 
exercising restraint when building in vulnerable locations. Attention is also given to water awareness and 
resilience, including through risk assessments, civil protection, and public awareness.65 Various knowledge 
institutions are developing scenarios for the impacts of a so-called extreme precipitation event such as the 
one that occurred in Limburg and other regions in 2021.66 Such stress tests help governments and other 
stakeholders prepare more effectively for future extreme weather events. 

 
2. Land becomes unusable or disappears as a result of climate change. Sea-level rise, 

coastal erosion, or desertification can render land where people currently live nearly or 
completely unusable, or cause it to disappear altogether.67 One example is the village of 
Niugtaq (Newtok) in Alaska, which is threatened by subsidence and erosion caused by 
thawing permafrost. Its residents are being relocated to another area through a planned 
relocation process with government support (see Box A).68 In Vanuatu, an island nation in the 
Pacific, the coastal village of Lateu had to relocate to higher ground in 2005 because of 
coastal erosion and increasing flooding.69 Along the French and British coasts, people have 
moved away because of increasing flood risks and coastal erosion.70 Parts of the Carteret 
Islands in Papua New Guinea have also become uninhabitable due to sea-level rise, forcing 
residents to leave.71 

 
 

 
55 Thompson et al. (2025). 
56 World Weather Attribution (2021). 
57 HKV (2022). 
58 Aedes (2021). 
59 HKV (2022). 
60 De Limburger (2023); EenVandaag (2023) 
61 De Maeyer et al. (2025); Schüttrumpf (2026). 
62 Schüttrumpf (2026). 
63 VRT (2025).  
64 Fekete & Sandholz (2021). 
65 Provincie Limburg (2023). 
66 See, for example, Deltares (2022b). 
67 IPCC (2022b). 
68 Carbon Brief (2024b). 
69 Ruyssen (2025). 
70 Wolff et al. (2026). 
71 Ruyssen (2025). 



 13 Briefing 
 

 Start to move 

3. Climate change puts pressure on the availability of basic necessities such as water 
and food. Food insecurity and water scarcity are major drivers of migration.72 Various 
impacts of climate change, such as heat, increasing aridity, salinization, and changing 
precipitation patterns, disrupt local and global food systems and limit the availability of 
sufficient clean water. When food and water are scarce, people may have little choice but to 
leave. This occurred, for example, following prolonged drought in the Horn of Africa between 
2021 and 2023 (see Box C). Climate change affects food availability in several ways, 
including through crop yields, water availability and quality, soil quality, pests and diseases, 
and crop pollination.73 Climate change also affects livestock systems, including through 
changes in animals’ susceptibility to disease and growth rates. Fisheries and aquaculture are 
affected as well: higher water temperatures shift fish populations and affect catch volumes 
and composition, with consequences for both the quantity and nutritional value of available 
fish.74 In addition to food production, climate change can disrupt food storage, processing, 
distribution, and trade. This can put further pressure on food security for certain groups, for 
example by driving up food prices.75 
 

4. Climate change leads to loss of income. Income plays an important role in migration. It 
affects both vulnerability to risks and people’s ability to adapt where they live or establish a 
new life elsewhere.76 Low-income households are relatively often dependent on climate-
sensitive sectors such as agriculture, livestock farming, fisheries, forestry, and tourism. As a 
result, they are affected by climate change sooner and more severely.77 In Sub-Saharan 
Africa, for example, which is home to nearly 60% of the world’s poorest people, more than 
60% of the population depends on agriculture for food and income.78 Single or repeated crop 
failures, or livestock deaths caused by extreme heat and drought, can reduce farmers’ 
incomes and undermine food security in the region. Income can also decline as labour 
productivity falls because heat makes physical work more demanding.79 This can make 
moving to areas with better economic prospects attractive or even necessary.80 In 
Bangladesh, for example, people are moving to cities because life in rural areas is becoming 
increasingly difficult, partly as a result of climate change (see Box G). 

 
5. Climate change poses a risk to health. Climate change is increasingly giving rise to health 

risks. These risks, the associated disease burden, and the related economic and social 
consequences are expected to increase further.81 The World Health Organization (WHO) 
therefore describes climate change as a health crisis.82 Health problems can prompt people to 
move to safer or better-equipped areas. In one coastal community in Bangladesh, for 
example, there are indications that a lack of clean drinking water and the salinization of water, 
including drinking water, are contributing to health problems such as high blood pressure and 
kidney disease. This increases people’s desire to leave.83 However, serious or prolonged 
illness can limit people’s physical and financial ability to migrate.84 

 
6. Climate change contributes to instability and conflict, but this relationship depends 

heavily on local political action. Scarcity of basic necessities such as water, food, and 
energy is a well-known risk factor for tensions and conflict. Climate change can intensify such 
scarcity and thereby contribute to increasing political instability and conflict worldwide.85 
These two factors, in turn, are major drivers of migration. Migration itself can also exacerbate 
social unrest, both in areas of origin and in receiving regions, and thus contribute to further 
escalation or prolongation of conflict.86 People who migrate because of climate change, or 
who become trapped and are unable to move, are also vulnerable to exploitation by 
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75 IPCC (2019). 
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77 Msimanga & Mukwada (2022). 
78 Szaboova et al. (2025). 
79 Dell et al. (2014). 
80 FAO (2023). 
81 Gezondheidsraad & WKR (2026).  
82 PECCH (2026). 
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85 Burke et al. (2015); Koubi (2019); HCSS (2026). 
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organized crime and armed or extremist groups.87 In settings with weak institutions, limited 
government capacity, or low levels of trust in government, armed groups can gain support by 
providing basic services. Particularly for young people, joining such groups may therefore 
become an acceptable or even attractive alternative.88 Crises can also create opportunities for 
criminal networks in the Netherlands. For example, hospitality business owners affected by 
the floods in Limburg (see Box B) were approached with offers of financial assistance from 
criminal networks, with the aim of involving them in money laundering and drug trafficking.89 
The relationship between climate change and instability and conflict, however, depends 
heavily on local institutions, the political system, and broader socioeconomic conditions. 
These factors determine whether tensions over scarce resources escalate into unrest or 
conflict, or whether the situation instead de-escalates.90 Climate change may, for example, 
have played a role in the run-up to the Syrian civil war in 2011 by worsening the drought in 
the preceding years.91 This prolonged drought undermined agriculture in the northeast of the 
country and was an important factor in large-scale migration to, and growing pressure on, 
cities such as Aleppo and Damascus.92 However, failures of political governance were a more 
decisive factor in the conflict. Government intervention drove food prices up further, worsened 
scarcity, and increased discontent.93 

 
87 Based on expert interviews. 
88 Bourekba (2021); Silke & Morrison (2022). 
89 Trouw (2023). 
90 Koubi (2019). 
91 Gleick (2014). 
92 Kelley et al. (2017); Kelley et al. (2015); López Bremme & Regilme (2025); MedGlobal (2022); Ruyssen (2025). 
93 Dietz (2018); Selby (2019); Selby et al. (2017). 
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2.4 The role of climate adaptation 
The aim of climate adaptation is to reduce climate risks, but this does not necessarily 
reduce the likelihood of migration. Climate adaptation can improve living conditions. Most 
people would prefer not to leave where they live (see also Box E), and climate adaptation can 
therefore help people stay if that is what they want.94 Adaptation does not necessarily lead to 
less migration, however. If living conditions improve as a result of climate adaptation, people may 
have greater opportunities to migrate, for example because of higher incomes. Improved living 
conditions may also increase the desire to migrate, for example if better access to information 
makes people more aware of better conditions and opportunities elsewhere.95 Adaptation 
therefore primarily helps people improve their living conditions and retain control over the choice 
of whether to stay or migrate.96 
 
Migration can also be a form of climate adaptation, but only if people have control over 
the choice to migrate or to stay. When local adaptation measures are not feasible, affordable, 
or sufficiently effective, migration can still be a way to reduce climate risks. Migration therefore 
does not automatically mean that adaptation has failed. Migration as an adaptation strategy is 
only successful if climate risks at the destination are in fact lower. Temporary or permanent 
migration can supplement household income and ease pressure on local resources. In addition, 
remittances sent by migrants often provide an important source of income for family members 
and communities who remain behind, who can use these resources for adaptation.97 Migration 
can thus form part of how households and communities respond to climate change.98 Adaptation 
can also help vulnerable and marginalized groups remain or become mobile: some groups want 
to migrate but are unable to do so because climate change causes damage and loss of income. 
These groups may become trapped in increasingly poor living conditions (see Box E). Combined 
with a broader approach aimed at strengthening livelihood security, adaptation can expand 
people’s room for manoeuvre, including their ability to migrate when necessary or desirable. In 
many low- and middle-income countries, lack of money is a major barrier to migration. By limiting 
damage and stabilizing or increasing incomes, adaptation can lower this barrier. 
 
Adaptation can take many different forms. By adapting to a changing climate, people can 
improve living conditions where they live. Adaptation can take a variety of forms. It may involve 
technical measures such as strengthening dikes, spatial interventions such as improving water 
retention in the soil, or socioeconomic strategies such as income diversification, insurance, and 
early warning systems (see Box C). Measures may focus on raising awareness of risks and 
solutions, prevention, emergency response, or recovery, as well as on strengthening both 
physical resilience (for example, the resilience of critical infrastructure such as roads, hospitals, 
and energy supply) and social resilience.99  
 
The scope for climate adaptation varies depending on the impact of climate change, the 
location, the group, and the individual. In the case of systemic risks such as persistent 
drought or sea-level rise, effective adaptation depends heavily on public institutions and 
infrastructure, because individuals and communities often have limited room for manoeuvre. For 
other impacts, people have greater scope to take measures themselves. Heat, for example, is a 
risk that some people can avoid relatively effectively because they have access to green spaces 
or air conditioning. Whether people actually take measures themselves depends on individual 
factors. For example, people are more likely to take adaptation measures if they are confident 
that they can do so (self-efficacy) and that the measures will be effective. Perceptions of climate 
risks, risk tolerance, the extent to which others in their surroundings take measures, and the 
extent to which people rely on government support also influence whether people take 
adaptation measures themselves.100 There are therefore substantial differences in exposure, 
vulnerability, and adaptive capacity between groups of people. 
 

 
94 IPCC (2022b). 
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98 Vinke et al. (2020); APPG (2026); HCSS (2022, 2026); Vinke et al. (2022). 
99 IPCC (2023). 
100 Botzen et al. (2013); Duijndam et al. (2023); Van Valkengoed & Steg (2019). 
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There are limits to adaptation, and vulnerable groups and countries reach those limits 
sooner. These limits may be physical, but more often they are socioeconomic, political, or 
institutional. Measures may become too expensive, or people may lack the knowledge, time, and 
resources needed to plan them properly and implement them effectively. In low- and middle-
income countries in particular, a lack of financing is a major obstacle to adapting to climate 
change.101 The limits may also be cultural. In parts of South Asia, rising temperatures could 
severely constrain or even make rice production impossible by the end of this century. Shifting 
rice production to cooler areas, such as parts of southern Russia, is technically possible, but this 
overlooks the fact that rice cultivation is part of a food culture and a way of life. If rice production 
becomes impossible in South Asia, it will not simply emerge in Russia.102 
 
Box C. Preventing displacement by anticipating extreme weather in Somalia 

Somalia is severely affected by climate change. The country is located in the Horn of Africa, one of the 
poorest regions in the world. Its climate is dry, with desert and steppe areas and high temperatures 
throughout the year. Climate change is making the long rainy season drier and the short rainy season 
wetter. Rising temperatures increase evaporation, making severe drought up to one hundred times more 
likely than in the past.103 Weather phenomena such as El Niño and La Niña also play a role; La Niña in 
particular increases the likelihood of drought.104 

Between 2021 and 2023, Somalia was hit by its worst drought in forty years, interspersed with 
devastating floods. Crops failed and livestock died, forcing many families to leave their homes in search of 
food and water. Around 70% of the population depends on small-scale agriculture and nomadic 
pastoralism, making the impact of the drought particularly severe.105  

Political instability, extremism, and clan rivalry exacerbated the crisis. These factors also restricted 
access for aid organizations. Drought and conflict have displaced an estimated 1.7 million people in 
Somalia and Ethiopia. In addition, more than 180,000 refugees from Somalia and South Sudan have moved 
to arid areas in Kenya and Ethiopia, where the problems continue to mount.106  

Early warning for extreme weather, combined with anticipatory cash transfers, can increase 
people’s resilience and reduce the need for humanitarian assistance.107 In a country such as Somalia, 
providing assistance before a disaster occurs is effective because periods of drought occur regularly and 
can be partly predicted. This creates opportunities to support people through relatively small interventions, 
while the consequences of failing to provide assistance are often severe. In 2024, for example, the Food 
and Agriculture Organization (FAO) in Somalia provided anticipatory cash transfers to 2,400 households 
based on drought forecasts from the Somalia Water and Land Information Management system. Families 
received either a one-time payment of $210 or three monthly payments of $70. This covered up to 80% of 
the minimum cost of basic food. The results show that this approach is an effective form of adaptation that 
can also prevent displacement: households had greater purchasing power, were better able to protect their 
crops, and were less likely to have to leave their homes. A one-time payment proved more effective than 
monthly payments, particularly in preventing livestock losses. Timely intervention can thus help break the 
vicious cycle of escalating need and rising aid costs. 

 
2.5 How people fare after migration 

After leaving, migrants find themselves in a new environment, where climate risks and 
living conditions may be better, but may also be worse. When migrants gain access to 
employment in their new place of residence, their financial situation can improve substantially. 
Family members and communities in the region of origin generally benefit as well through 
remittances sent by migrants.108 Migration does not always have positive outcomes, however: 
people who move from rural areas to cities do not always have the right knowledge or 
experience to find work in urban areas.109 Some people end up in a worse socioeconomic 
position and in places where climate risks remain high. This is particularly the case in informal 

 
101 UNEP (2025). UNEP (2025). Adaptation Gap Report 2025. 
102 Trouw (2026). 
103 Kimutai et al. (2025); Verhoeven (2024). 
104El Niño refers to the warming of the area along the equator extending into the central Pacific Ocean, whereas La Niña refers to cooling 
of the same area, with sea surface temperatures that are lower than average. These are irregular weather phenomena that occur every 
few years. 
105 FAO (2025). 
106 UNHCR (2023). 
107 FAO (2025). 
108 Diniega & Sakdapolrak (2025); Entzinger & Scholten (2022). 
109 Vinke et al. (2022). 
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settlements. These consist of housing built without formal building permits and without access to 
basic services such as water and electricity (see Section 3.1.2). At the same time, migrants are 
often under pressure to provide financial support to family members who remain behind.110 
Climate-related migration can therefore also constitute a form of maladaptation111: in such cases, 
migrants increase their exposure to climate risks and their living conditions deteriorate.112 
 
The likelihood of a better life after migration increases when both departure and arrival 
are carefully prepared. Future prospects depend in part on access to employment, housing, 
and social services, on the rights people have, and on how they are integrated into the receiving 
society. Financial resources and social networks can help,113 as can policies that take account of 
the additional influx of people resulting from migration, including climate-related migration (see 
Box G and Box H). People with limited resources are more likely to end up in places where it is 
difficult to build a new and dignified life. 
 
Displaced people are more likely to end up in locations where conditions are poor and 
climate risks remain persistently high. When people are displaced (by extreme weather or for 
other reasons, such as conflict), they often end up living in very poor conditions. This is 
particularly the case in low- and middle-income countries, where resources to accommodate 
displaced people are limited. People may end up in informal settlements, temporary shelters, and 
refugee camps. After a disaster, shelter must often be arranged quickly, which means that 
locations are not always safe or adequately equipped.114 There are exceptions to this pattern, 
such as the Kutupalong refugee camp in Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh, where ecosystem restoration 
is being used to strengthen resilience to flooding.115 However, exposure to climate risks generally 
remains high in shelters and refugee camps. Refugees and displaced people may, for example, 
be exposed to high temperatures (Ethiopia, Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda, and Sudan), low 
temperatures (Jordan and Pakistan), water shortages (Ethiopia, Kenya, Uganda, and Rwanda), 
and heavy rainfall (Bangladesh116). In addition, overcrowding, unsafe electricity and gas 
connections, and unstable structures pose physical risks to residents. Vulnerable groups in 
particular, such as women and people with disabilities, are at risk of social exclusion and 
marginalization in such camps and shelters.117 Displaced people who end up in informal 
settlements often live in difficult conditions. Adequate housing and basic services such as water 
and sanitation are often lacking.118 Because these informal neighbourhoods are often located in 
vulnerable areas, such as steep slopes or areas that are regularly affected by flooding, exposure 
to climate risks is especially high.119 
 
Displaced people risk becoming trapped in a vicious cycle of repeated displacement and 
marginalization. When, after leaving their homes, people once again find themselves in 
vulnerable circumstances, they are at greater risk of being displaced again or remaining trapped 
in poor living conditions for an extended period. Examples include residents of informal 
settlements in Mozambique who are repeatedly affected by flooding (see Box D), and displaced 
people in the Horn of Africa who were again exposed to extreme conditions during the 2021–
2023 drought.120 
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Box D. Repeated displacement caused by cyclones, with little prospect of improved living 
conditions in Mozambique 

Mozambique is vulnerable to climate change. The delta country has several major rivers and a coastline 
stretching 2,800 kilometres.121 Flooding occurs regularly, including as a result of severe storms and 
cyclones. Climate change is further increasing the risk of flooding.122 At the same time, exposure is high: 
more than 60% of the population lives in flood-prone areas, often in homes and near infrastructure that are 
poorly equipped to withstand such natural hazards.123 Increasing periods of drought also pose a threat, as 
around 70% of the population depends for its livelihood on rain-fed agriculture.124 

On March 14, 2019, Cyclone Idai struck the coastal city of Beira. The Category 4 cyclone brought wind 
speeds of up to 180 km/h, heavy rainfall, and a 4.4-meter storm surge. The impacts were severe: around 
600 people were killed, damage exceeded $2.1 billion, and infrastructure such as roads and water and 
energy systems was destroyed on a large scale.125 Agriculture was also severely affected, with an 
estimated 80% of agricultural land lost. In total, approximately 478,000 people were displaced.126 Most 
displaced people found shelter with relatives or in reception centres run by humanitarian organizations and 
depended on emergency assistance for basic necessities such as water, food, and clothing.127 When the 
reception centres closed, people were relocated to new places to live, often with limited access to services 
and separated from their social networks.128 

The impact on residents of the informal fishing settlement of Praia Nova was severe.129 Many 
residents rely on informal work, have no savings, and have difficulty finding work or housing elsewhere.130 
Most homes consist of temporary structures that provide little protection against the regular flooding.131 Idai 
destroyed around 90% of the settlement, but residents quickly returned to rebuild their homes. Although 
residents would like to move to safer parts of the city (and some have done so), not everyone has the 
means to do so.132 The government is attempting to relocate residents in a planned manner to locations 
outside the city, but for a community dependent on fishing, this is not a viable alternative. As a result, 
residents remain “trapped” in vulnerable Praia Nova.133 

Mozambique is working on climate adaptation, but implementation is lagging because of limited 
resources and capacity. The National Adaptation Plan (NAP) includes plans for early warning systems, 
climate-resilient agriculture, water management, and the protection of vulnerable groups. Implementation 
remains difficult, however, because of a lack of funding, knowledge, and institutional capacity.134 The 
financing required for climate adaptation is estimated at $7.2 billion.135 
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Box E. Choosing to stay or being forced to remain under poor conditions 

Some people also remain, either voluntarily or involuntarily, in areas where living conditions are 
deteriorating due to climate change. This is also referred to as immobility.136 It concerns people who are 
unable or unwilling to leave for economic, cultural, or social reasons.137 Because these groups do not 
migrate, they receive limited attention in this briefing. Internationally, there is limited visibility into this group 
of people who stay, due to a lack of data collection; they are less visible and even more difficult to monitor 
than migrants. Policy and research tend to focus more on groups that do migrate.138 It is nevertheless 
important to recognize people who want or have to stay. 

The reasons why people stay are highly diverse. They may stay because of ties to family or the 
community, or because of a strong attachment to the place where they live. A person’s physical condition, 
religion, or role within the household or wider community may also play a part.139 Within families, for 
example, decisions may be made about who migrates for better-paid work and who stays behind to care for 
the family or community. Others lack the money to migrate or consider migration too risky. Weak land 
tenure rights, for example, may mean that people receive no compensation or are not allocated new land if 
they leave, making them less inclined to leave their homes.140  

People from vulnerable groups are more likely to remain behind: women, children, and low-income 
households. Worldwide, tens of millions of people are at risk of remaining in areas where living conditions 
are deteriorating due to climate change, although this estimate is uncertain because of poor data collection 
and the limited visibility of this group.141 These are generally highly vulnerable groups: women, children, 
older people, and people from low-income households.142 Compared with wealthier households (which 
often have both more financial resources and stronger networks), poorer households have fewer 
opportunities to migrate.143 Women and girls are vulnerable because of social norms, lack of financial 
resources, and safety concerns. While traveling, for example, they do not always have access to adequate 
sanitation facilities and are more often exposed to gender-based violence.144 Older people are also less 
likely to leave than younger people because they more often have local and family responsibilities.  

Communities around the world emphasize their desire and right to remain in places where they 
have sometimes lived for generations. Around the world, communities and individuals affected by climate 
change emphasize the importance of robust measures to mitigate climate change and adapt to its impacts 
so that they can continue living in the same place in the future.145 They reject the assumption that migration 
is inevitable (see Box F).146 In effect, these people are asserting a right to stay. Although this right is not 
explicitly set out in national or international laws and regulations, provisions in human rights law can support 
claims to such a right. Support for the right to stay is often criticized because it is seen as support for 
restricting migration. The core issue, however, is to promote the well-being of those whose living conditions 
are affected by climate change and to preserve their freedom to choose whether or not to migrate.147  
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3. The scale and challenge of climate-
related migration 

This chapter describes what is known about the scale of and trends in climate-related 
migration worldwide, in Europe, and in the Netherlands, and the challenges this poses. 
We describe what knowledge and data are currently available and what information is lacking. 
This is important for properly assessing figures on the scale of climate-related migration. We 
then discuss trends in migration movements resulting from climate change worldwide, in Europe, 
and in the Netherlands. Taken together, this outlines the challenge facing the international 
community. 

3.1 Scale and trends  

3.1.1 Current state of monitoring and research 
Climate change affects migration worldwide, but reliable global figures on its scale are 
lacking. At the regional level, there is sufficient evidence that climate change influences 
migration movements (see Section 2.3 and Figure 3).148 At the global level, however, there is still 
no clear picture of how many people migrate as a result of climate change. 
 
Displacement caused by extreme weather is monitored, but the data contain significant 
gaps. The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC) collects data on displacement 
worldwide. The IDMC distinguishes between displacement caused by conflict and violence and 
displacement caused by extreme weather. Although this is the most comprehensive dataset of its 
kind, it does not provide a complete picture. For example, the IDMC records only short-term 
displacement caused by sudden-onset extreme weather events, not movements of people 
resulting from the indirect and gradual impacts of climate change. Moreover, data are not 
available for all extreme weather events, because the IDMC depends on the capacity of 
governments and aid organizations to collect and provide these data.149 Nor can every extreme 
weather event in the IDMC dataset be linked to climate change.150 
 
There are no reliable figures on global migration resulting from the indirect and gradual 
impacts of climate change. Moreover, such figures are unlikely to become available in the near 
future. The way climate change interacts with other reasons for migration makes it difficult to 
determine—let alone quantify—what proportion of migration is driven in part by climate 
change.151 An additional difficulty is that people rarely spontaneously mention climate change as 
a reason for leaving, but do mention its effects, such as drought, loss of income, or water 
scarcity.152 In addition, there is no internationally agreed definition of climate-related migration, 
nor is there a common methodology for measuring it. This compounds a general shortage of 
migration data worldwide. International migration is tracked in most countries, but data on 
internal migration are not available everywhere, even though most migration—including climate-
related migration—is internal.153 
 
Modelling studies and social science research help improve our understanding of climate-
related migration and assess possible future developments. Both approaches have their 
own strengths and limitations and are partly complementary. 
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Modelling studies combine data on land use and demographics with climate scenarios to 
estimate the potential scale of future migration. Land suitability and availability are central to 
these studies. Researchers map where climate risks are expected to increase and which areas 
may become uninhabitable, for example as a result of sea-level rise or desertification.154 It is 
estimated, for instance, that around 900 million people worldwide live in low-lying coastal areas 
that are vulnerable to the impacts of climate change.155 A substantial share of the Dutch 
population also lives in such areas. Information on land suitability and availability is then 
combined with projections of socioeconomic and demographic developments in areas of origin 
and destination. This produces estimates of the number of climate-related migrants and the 
migration routes they may use.156  
 
These modelling studies are a valuable tool for strategy and policy development, provided 
their results are interpreted carefully. The strength of these scenarios lies in their systematic 
exploration of uncertainties, risks, and opportunities against the backdrop of different societal 
and climate developments. They show how developments interact, what extremes are 
conceivable, and how sensitive the outcomes are to different assumptions. However, these 
scenarios are not exact predictions, and the estimated migration numbers should therefore not 
be interpreted as such. Factors that in practice have a major influence on migration—such as 
local living conditions, opportunities for adaptation, and future policy—can only be incorporated 
into these models to a limited extent, if at all. 
 
In the social sciences, the focus is on people: researchers examine how individuals and 
communities respond to climate change and whether migration forms part of that 
response. Researchers use surveys and interviews to identify motivations for migration, such as 
work and income, politics, health, and expectations about the future, including the future climate. 
These data are linked to information on the local impacts of climate change, opportunities for 
adaptation, and local living conditions.157 This provides insight into how people respond to a 
changing climate and which factors influence the decision whether or not to migrate. 
 
Social science research is rich in detail and context, but is less well suited to determining 
the global scale of climate-related migration. Precisely because this research is small-scale 
and emphasizes local context, its findings are difficult to extrapolate to global estimates of 
climate-related migration. 
 
Combining social science research with modelling and scenario studies can provide a 
more complete picture of climate-related migration. Scenarios provide insight into climate 
risks and broader socioeconomic developments, while local knowledge shows how climate 
change affects living conditions, which adaptation options are feasible and desirable, and which 
political, economic, physical, cultural, and social considerations play a role in migration.158 From 
the perspective of recognition justice (which values, perspectives, and interests are taken into 
account?) and procedural justice (who is listened to, and what is done with their input?), it is also 
desirable to involve local communities in research that may affect their living environment (see 
Box F). 
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Box F. When is an area habitable or uninhabitable? A scientific and political debate  

Different academic disciplines approach the assessment of habitability of areas in different ways. 
Assessing the current and future habitability of areas is an essential part of determining where people may 
migrate from and to as a result of climate change. In modelling studies, researchers use projections of 
climate risks to assess the future habitability of an area.159 In such studies, habitability is assessed on the 
basis of projected climatic conditions, such as temperature, rainfall, and sea level, and their expected 
effects on people, for example through agricultural potential and the availability of drinking water. The limits 
of what is considered habitable are determined on the basis of the conditions under which most people 
have lived in recent decades.160 This approach has been criticized, including by social scientists and civil 
society organizations. They argue that people have lived for centuries in places where living conditions are 
harsh and have continually found ways to adapt. They therefore consider it premature—or even 
problematic—to label areas as habitable or uninhabitable on the basis of projections of climate change and 
societal developments.161 There may be more scope for adapting to climate change than we currently think, 
and even in 2026, millions of people live in climatic conditions that are far from optimal.162 Not everyone will 
be able or willing to leave such areas (see Box E). Their interests risk being overlooked within the 
habitability framework. Social scientists and civil society organizations therefore emphasize that local 
communities and local knowledge should play an important role in determining what is considered habitable 
or uninhabitable. Local sociocultural factors, adaptation options, and the right to stay should also be taken 
into account.163 

Identifying areas that are becoming uninhabitable can provide essential information for developing 
an adaptation strategy. The findings of scientific studies on habitability can help determine which areas 
should continue to receive investment in the future. This allows politicians and policymakers to make 
strategic decisions about how to respond to a changing climate. There is not always enough funding to 
invest in local adaptation, particularly in low- and middle-income countries. There are also areas around the 
world where there are physical limits to what adaptation can achieve. In such cases, “abandoning” areas 
can be an effective adaptation strategy (see Box H).164 An understanding of the habitability of particular 
regions is essential to developing a timely, effective, and equitable approach to the resettlement of 
communities. 

However, designating areas as uninhabitable or as “areas of departure” also risks becoming a self-
fulfilling prophecy if decisions are made without involving local authorities and residents. This is 
particularly problematic in the context of development cooperation and international climate finance. 
Governments and funders in high-income countries have considerable influence over the scope for climate 
adaptation in low- and middle-income countries, for example by sharing knowledge and through climate and 
debt financing.165 There are already areas, such as in the Marshall Islands, where providers of development 
finance have deliberately stopped investing because they consider such investments too costly or 
ineffective. In doing so, they disregard the wishes and adaptation plans of national governments and 
residents to adapt in the places where they live, while assuming that residents will eventually leave these 
areas of their own accord.166 This can create a downward spiral: the less investment there is in climate 
adaptation and broader development, the faster an area may in fact become uninhabitable. Areas are also 
“given up on” without consulting local communities within high-income countries, leaving behind people with 
limited options.167 

From the perspective of recognition and procedural justice, it is essential that countries and local 
communities themselves have a say in any decision to ‘give up’ particular areas of land. This creates 
a responsibility not only for policy, but also for the research on which such policy decisions are based. The 
right of people to make their own choices about their lives is enshrined in various international human rights 
treaties and extends to the right to stay in or leave a place, including in the context of a changing climate.168 
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3.1.2 Worldwide 
On average, around 24 million people are displaced by extreme weather each year, 
primarily in Africa, East Asia, and the Pacific. Displacement caused by extreme weather 
occurs around the world (see Section 2.3). The number of people displaced by extreme weather 
varies from year to year. In 2024, an estimated 45.8 million people were displaced within their 
own country or region (internally displaced) by extreme weather, an exceptionally high number. 
By comparison, an estimated 20.1 million people were internally displaced by war and violence 
that same year. Most displacement caused by extreme weather occurs in East Asia and the 
Pacific, particularly as a result of flooding in low-lying coastal areas. People generally then seek 
temporary shelter elsewhere within their own country.169 
 
Estimates of the future number of climate-related migrants range from several tens of 
millions to hundreds of millions of people by 2050. The literature also cites higher figures, 
reaching as many as 1.4 billion people by 2060.170 However, this estimate is based on a worst-
case scenario involving relatively high population growth and rapid sea-level rise, without taking 
policy measures or adaptation into account.171 The wide range of estimates shows that the 
number of people who will migrate or be displaced as a result of climate change depends on 
many different factors and is therefore difficult to predict.  
 
One of the most comprehensive modelling studies of climate-related migration at the 
global level was conducted by the World Bank. In its Groundswell reports, the World Bank 
projects a range of 44 million to 216 million internal migrants by 2050 (the reports do not address 
international migration).172 The lower bound corresponds to a scenario involving rapid emissions 
reductions (RCP2.6), increasing global inequality (SSP4), and limited progress on adaptation. 
The upper bound corresponds to a scenario in which both emissions and inequality remain high 
(SSP4 and RCP8.5). The analysis is limited to migration associated with a small number of 
climate impacts: water scarcity, declining agricultural yields, and sea-level rise. In addition, 
several regions are excluded, including the Middle East, Europe, North America, Oceania, parts 
of East Asia such as Japan, and small island states worldwide. The World Bank therefore 
considers its own estimates conservative. The high-emissions scenario (RCP8.5) used in the 
reports will no longer be used as a reference scenario in the next assessment cycle of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) because this emissions pathway is now 
considered unlikely.173 This does not mean that the findings of studies using this scenario are 
immediately outdated. The climate impacts expected under a high-emissions scenario (RCP8.5) 
could still occur, but possibly later or to a lesser extent. 
 
This extensive World Bank modelling study has been criticized. Researchers have pointed 
out that the models take only limited account of insights from the social sciences regarding local 
living conditions and people’s ability and preferences to migrate or remain where they are. The 
influence of future policies and adaptation measures is also incorporated only to a limited extent. 
In addition, concerns have been raised about the limited transparency of the underlying model 
calculations and assumptions.174  
 
Additional insight into the nature and patterns of climate-related migration can be gained 
by looking at trends. We identify four here: 
 
1. Most climate-related migration takes place over short distances, within people’s own 

country or to neighbouring countries in the region. People migrate both between rural 
areas and from rural to urban areas.175 

 
2. Climate change reinforces the global trend toward urbanization. Climate change is not 

the only cause of increasing migration to cities worldwide, but it can reinforce this trend. More 
than half of the world’s population already lives in urban areas. The urban population is 
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expected to increase by around 2.5 billion people by 2050, with approximately 90% of this 
growth expected in Asia and Africa.176 This creates challenges for urban planning and service 
provision, as housing, employment, water, sanitation, health care, and transportation must 
also be provided for these new residents.177 Cities are also particularly vulnerable to the 
impacts of climate change: they are vulnerable to the impacts of heat (because they often 
have little green space and a large amount of paved or built-up surface), smog formation, and 
flooding (because there is limited space for water infiltration and drainage). In addition, a 
growing number of people live in informal settlements in and around cities, where basic 
services are lacking or inadequate and exposure to climate risks is high.178 
 

3. Climate change already plays an important role in migration in Africa, and substantial 
climate-related migration within the continent is also expected in the future. In a 2022 
study of migrants in West and Central Africa, 2% of migrants in West Africa and 5% of 
migrants in Central Africa spontaneously cited “climate” as a reason for migrating. Economic, 
sociocultural, and security-related reasons were cited much more often. However, when 
specifically asked whether climate and environmental factors had also played a role in their 
decision to migrate, 41% in West Africa and 50% in Central Africa said that they had.179 
Climate change thus appears to play an important role in migration in Africa, although it is 
intertwined with other reasons for migrating. Modelling studies also indicate that Africa will be 
relatively heavily affected by climate-related migration. The World Bank estimates that the 
number of internal climate migrants in Africa will be between 20 million and 105 million by 
2050.180 In addition, the World Bank expects cities along the North African coast, including 
Algiers, Casablanca, Rabat, Tangier, Tripoli, and Tunis, to become major destinations for 
climate-related migration as early as around 2030.181 This will mainly involve internal 
migration from rural to urban areas, supplemented by cross-border migration from Southern 
Africa.182 The Africa Climate Mobility Initiative (ACMI) builds on the World Bank’s modelling 
and supplements it with data from interviews, country studies, and surveys. Based on this, 
ACMI estimates that approximately 22.5 million people—around 1.5% of Africa’s population—
are currently on the move because of climate change. Here too, the finding is that most 
people migrate within national borders and that existing migration flows from rural to urban 
areas are being reinforced.183 It is difficult to compare these figures with current migration on 
the African continent because no consistent figures are available.184 The most recent estimate 
of the number of internal migrants on the African continent dates from 2005 and puts the 
figure at 113.5 million people living in a place other than where they were born and who have 
therefore migrated at some point. ACMI further estimates that between 46.5 million and 133.5 
million people on the continent will migrate as a result of climate change by 2050.185 ACMI 
also identifies cities in Sub-Saharan Africa as major destinations, including Goma, Khartoum, 
Kigali, and Maputo. It also identifies cities expected to experience out-migration as a result of 
climate change, including Abidjan, Accra, and Casablanca. 
 

4. Climate-related migration is also expected from small island states; in this case, it will 
involve international migration. Small island states are highly vulnerable to climate 
change.186 By the end of this century, some atoll states, such as Tuvalu, Kiribati, and the 
Marshall Islands, may become extremely difficult to inhabit as a result of sea-level rise, 
salinization, more frequent extreme weather, and the degradation of coral reefs and 
mangroves—even if global greenhouse gas emissions decline rapidly.   At the same time, 
climate change is currently rarely the direct reason why residents of these islands migrate. A 
2019 study of migrants from Micronesia, Kiribati, and the Marshall Islands shows that 
education and work are the main reasons for leaving; only 3% to 4% mention climate change 
as a direct reason. Sea-level rise and other impacts of climate change are, however, regularly 
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mentioned as reasons for not returning after migration.187 In the future, migration may be one 
of the few responses available to the residents of these islands as the climate changes. 
However, there are still no global agreements on what will happen to these people’s 
citizenship (see Section 3.2.3).188 

 

Figure 3: Examples of climate-related migration on the map.  

3.1.3 Europe and the Netherlands 
Climate-related displacement caused by extreme weather is becoming increasingly 
common in Europe. Displacement caused by extreme weather also occurs in Europe, although 
on a smaller scale than in Asia or Africa. An estimated 358,000 people across Europe were 
displaced by extreme weather in 2024.189 There is no comprehensive study of displacement 
caused by extreme weather in Europe, but studies of individual events are available. For 
example, in Slovenia, Croatia, and Austria, around 8,000 people were evacuated in August 2023, 
and six people died, as a result of flooding and landslides caused by extreme rainfall.190 In July 
2026, thousands of people were also evacuated in Spain and France because of wildfires in 
those countries.191 Thanks to strong government capacity and available resources, high-income 
countries are generally better able to cope with the impacts of climate change. Climate-related 
displacement caused by extreme weather can therefore often be prevented, for example through 
early warning systems, effective forest management, and water management. Not all climate-
related displacement can be prevented, but when people are displaced in Europe, it is usually for 
a short period, and governments can support reconstruction and return (see Box B).192 At the 
same time, there are physical and financial limits to adaptation and to accommodating climate-
related migration here as well: during the wildfires in Southern Europe in the summer of 2022, 
not everyone was able to return to their original place of residence because their living 
environment and infrastructure had been destroyed.193  
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Migration caused by the indirect and gradual impacts of climate change also occurs 
within Europe. Experts point out that increasing climate risks in Europe may also lead to an 
increase in climate-related migration within Europe.194 However, little research has been 
conducted on this so far. A recent study shows that drought in Italy has already led to internal 
migration, but does not provide specific figures.195 Several studies indicate that climate-related 
migration within Europe is likely to increase in the future, particularly in Southern Europe.196 
Research among residents of low-lying coastal areas in France, for example, shows that moving 
inland is a realistic way for people to adapt to increasing flood risks and sea-level rise resulting 
from climate change. In countries around the Mediterranean, people are likewise expected to 
migrate to higher ground for the same reasons.197 It is not yet clear whether this will mainly result 
in migration within individual countries or also between European countries. Citizens of the 
European Union are free to move within the Union for the purposes of travel, residence, work, or 
study, provided they meet the applicable conditions.198 
 
No sharp increase in climate-related migration to Europe is currently expected because 
the vast majority of climate-related migration is internal, although such an increase 
cannot be ruled out entirely in the longer term. Some experts point out that, over the longer 
term, climate change could reinforce existing migration patterns, for example from Africa to 
Europe.199 The reasoning is that if cities along the North African coast become major destinations 
for climate-related migration in the coming decades, this could potentially also lead to more 
migration—or attempted migration—to Europe.200 For example, a study of 103 countries of origin 
of asylum seekers shows that temperature fluctuations in countries of origin are associated with 
higher numbers of asylum applications in Europe.201 However, this study was criticized because 
it did not establish a causal relationship.202 Another study shows that extreme weather, 
particularly droughts and floods, is increasingly referred to in asylum decisions by the court of 
appeal in Austria. These decisions concerned asylum applications from Somalia, Afghanistan, 
and Pakistan.203 A study of migrants in Greece from various countries in Asia and Africa 
concludes that the effects of climate change played a role in the decision to migrate for half of 
the 70 migrants interviewed.204 These studies are small-scale, but they point to a role for climate 
change in migration from outside Europe to Europe. By contrast, many studies show that 
climate-related migration mainly takes place over short distances, within countries (see Section 
3.1.2). The IPCC likewise concludes that climate-related migration will primarily be internal rather 
than intercontinental.205 A study of asylum applications in Europe shows that variations in 
temperature and drought have only a very limited effect on such applications.206 Experts 
emphasize that the people most severely affected by climate change often do not have the 
financial means to make the relatively expensive journey to Europe, even if they wanted to.207 In 
short, although some studies show that climate change plays a role in migration to Europe, they 
do not yet show that a sharp increase in migration to Europe can therefore be expected. 
Moreover, there is substantial evidence that climate-related migration is primarily internal. 
However, as long as large-scale studies and monitoring specifically focused on climate-related 
migration to Europe are lacking, it remains difficult to draw definitive conclusions. 
 
Climate-related migration also occurs in the European part of the Netherlands and may 
become more common in the future, but research on this remains limited. There is no 
comprehensive research or monitoring on climate-related migration in the Netherlands, but it is 
clear that such migration also occurs here. In 2024, a severe rainstorm caused extensive 
damage in the low-lying Enschede neighbourhoods of Pathmos and Stadsveld. A total of 57 
households had to be accommodated elsewhere. This was intended to be temporary, but the 
residents were ultimately unable to return because there were no short-term options for 
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preventing a recurrence.208 The Netherlands has 47 neighbourhoods that are similarly vulnerable 
to Pathmos, both because of their location and because of the vulnerable position of their 
residents.209 In the longer term, the planned relocation of people may be necessary to protect 
against flooding; for example, homes may need to be moved to allow dikes to be widened.210 
Communities have previously been relocated in a planned manner under the Room for the River 
(Ruimte voor de Rivier) program to reduce flood risks.211 In addition, some people in the 
Netherlands choose to move voluntarily because of the gradual and indirect impacts of climate 
change.212 A 2022 survey found that 11% of people in the Netherlands were considering moving 
because of flood risks.213 There are also indications that climate risks play a role in home-buying 
decisions, particularly among younger people.214  
 
The Caribbean part of the Kingdom of the Netherlands is highly vulnerable to the impacts 
of climate change; extreme weather has already led to temporary displacement on Sint 
Maarten. The impacts of climate change in the Caribbean part of the Kingdom include heat, 
drought, sea-level rise, ocean acidification, the loss of coral reefs and mangroves, coastal 
erosion, and stronger and wetter tropical storms and hurricanes. The Leeward Islands (Saba, 
Sint Eustatius, and Sint Maarten) are also located in the hurricane belt and are therefore at 
greatest risk of hurricane damage. The Leeward Antilles (Aruba, Bonaire, and Curaçao) are 
particularly vulnerable to heavy rainfall, strong winds, and storm surges.215 Hurricane Irma in 
2017 is one example. This hurricane was exceptionally severe and brought more rainfall and a 
higher storm surge than would have occurred without climate change.216 The storm displaced 
around 2 million people, mainly in Haiti, Dominica, and the Bahamas.217 On Sint Maarten, around 
7,000 people (more than 15% of the population) were displaced. Severe damage to 
infrastructure temporarily isolated the island after the hurricane.218 Supply routes for relief goods 
were cut off, communications barely functioned, and social unrest arose.219 
 
Little is known about climate-related migration in the Caribbean, particularly in the 
Caribbean parts of the Kingdom. The Caribbean has long experienced high levels of migration 
driven by employment, education, health care, family, and safety. This migration takes place 
between the islands, as well as to and from Latin America, the United States, and former colonial 
powers such as France, the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands.220 At present, the population 
of the Caribbean parts of the Kingdom is growing as a result of migration, and this trend is 
expected to continue toward 2050. 221 The pattern differs from island to island. The populations 
of Aruba, Bonaire, Curaçao, and Sint Maarten are growing faster than those of Saba and Sint 
Eustatius.222 The capacity to accommodate new residents also varies between the islands. There 
is still very little research on how climate change affects these migration patterns. One study 
points to the possibility that climate change has put pressure on livelihoods in Venezuela, 
particularly through the loss of income among small-scale farmers. This indirectly contributed to 
instability and migration from the country, although political and economic conditions were more 
decisive.223 Several thousand migrants from Venezuela currently live on Aruba, Bonaire, and 
Curaçao.224 Because of the regional and social differences between the islands, the nature and 
scale of climate-related migration are also likely to differ from one island to another. No island-
specific analyses are available. 
 
In the Caribbean parts of the Kingdom, the emphasis for now is on adapting to the 
impacts of climate change rather than on migration. This is evident, among other things, 
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from the recent court case brought by residents of Bonaire against the Dutch State. The case 
was brought in an effort to compel the Dutch government to do more to support climate 
adaptation on Bonaire. The emphasis on climate adaptation is also reflected in the many local 
initiatives in this area and in the development of national adaptation strategies and climate plans 
on all six islands.225 However, local climate adaptation is only possible if sufficient institutional, 
infrastructural, and financial resources are available.226 
 
Without climate adaptation, living conditions in the Caribbean could deteriorate 
significantly in the medium term, potentially increasing the desire to leave. In parts of 
Bonaire, for example, flood risks are expected to increase sharply by 2050 if no additional 
measures are taken.227 The extent to which the islands remain attractive places to live depends 
in part on investment in climate adaptation and on the availability of basic services, such as 
education, employment, health care, and adequate housing.228 Particular attention should be 
paid to the resilience of housing and infrastructure to extreme weather. Research in the 
Caribbean suggests that repeated displacement or a highly disruptive disaster may increase 
people’s desire to leave.229 Whether this actually results in migration, however, depends on the 
opportunities to rebuild locally, the support available, and broader socioeconomic and political 
conditions.230 An illustrative example—though one that cannot automatically be applied to the 
Caribbean parts of the Kingdom—is Hurricane Maria in Puerto Rico in 2017.231 After the 
hurricane, an estimated 4% to 14% of the population moved to the mainland United States; one 
year later, about half were still living there.232 Although no comprehensive research has been 
conducted, there are also reports that some residents of Sint Maarten moved permanently to the 
European part of the Netherlands after Hurricane Irma.233 

3.2 The national and international challenge 

3.2.1 National challenge 
Addressing climate-related migration is primarily a national matter because it mainly 
involves internal migration. It is therefore primarily up to countries themselves to prepare for 
climate-related migration. Many are already doing so. Dozens of countries incorporate migration 
into their national climate adaptation strategies, including Bangladesh, Costa Rica, Fiji, 
Cameroon, Morocco, Niger, Samoa, Sudan, and South Africa.234 This can involve, for example, 
taking account in spatial planning of accelerated urbanization caused by climate change (see 
Box G), or developing policies for the planned relocation of vulnerable communities (see Box 
H).235 In some regions, policies are being developed to facilitate cross-border migration in the 
context of climate change.236 For example, the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) and the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD), an organization of 
East African states, are working together to facilitate the free movement of climate-related and 
other migrants and displaced people.237 
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Box G. Addressing climate-related migration in Bangladesh 

Climate change has a major impact on Bangladesh, particularly its coastal areas. The country is 
facing, among other things, an increase in extreme weather, greater variation in rainfall throughout the year, 
rising temperatures, and sea-level rise. These developments have a major impact on coastal areas, where 
flooding is becoming more frequent, the land is subsiding, the coast is eroding, and the soil is becoming 
more saline.238  

Life in rural coastal areas is becoming more difficult, and some people are migrating to nearby 
cities. Extreme weather events such as cyclones and floods have led to the displacement of people, as 
seen after Cyclones Fani and Bulbul in 2019.239 Climate change is causing problems with the availability of 
drinking water and is affecting agriculture, aquaculture, and fisheries. As a result, incomes are falling or 
disappearing altogether. Life in rural areas is becoming more difficult, leading to climate-related migration. 
Migrants often move to nearby cities.240 Bangladesh is considered one of the countries where climate-
related migration is relatively common. An estimated 13 million people in Bangladesh are expected to be 
displaced by 2050 and ultimately migrate to the capital, Dhaka, and other major cities. There, climate-
related migrants will probably outnumber other internal migrants.241 

Authorities in Bangladesh have begun taking measures to prevent climate-related migration and are 
making plans for how to manage it when it does occur. Bangladesh’s National Adaptation Plan and the 
Bangladesh Delta Plan 2100 (to which Dutch expertise contributed242) both address climate-related 
migration extensively.243 Bangladesh has adopted multi-year policies on climate-related migration that aim 
not only to prevent migration but also to facilitate it. For example, the adaptation strategy is designed to 
offer people in coastal areas a viable future. One way of doing this is by training young people for 
occupations that are in greater demand in cities, so that in the future they do not have to become farmers or 
fishers like their parents, as these are highly vulnerable occupations.  The adaptation strategy also aims to 
ensure that migration to cities is well managed. This includes assessing which cities have the capacity to 
accommodate growth caused by migration. Large cities such as Dhaka are already under pressure, with the 
result that migrants often end up in informal settlements where climate risks are high and access to 
education, employment, and health care is limited.244 The government is therefore pursuing policies aimed 
at attracting climate-related and other migrants to medium-sized cities.245  

3.2.2 Role of the international community  
The international community also has a role and responsibility in addressing climate-
related migration, particularly in relation to low- and middle-income countries. In 2018, UN 
Member States adopted the UN Global Compact for Migration (Global Compact for Safe, Orderly 
and Regular Migration). In this legally non-binding agreement, UN Member States recognize that 
the impacts of climate change can be an important driver of migration. The Compact expresses 
the ambition that UN Member States work together to enable people to remain sustainably in 
their countries of origin. They also aim to develop a coherent approach to displacement caused 
by extreme weather through the development and harmonization of regional and subregional 
approaches. Where adaptation or return to the country of origin proves impossible, countries 
intend to make efforts to provide climate-related displaced people with legal migration pathways, 
for example through planned relocation or visa options (which have so far been introduced only 
to a limited extent; see the next section).246  
 
The UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) also entails a responsibility 
for the international community to support climate-related migrants and displaced people. 
At the 2023 Climate Conference (COP28), climate-related migration was recognized as a form of 
“loss” caused by climate change.247 It is thereby included among the impacts of climate change 
for which countries worldwide share responsibility.248 Under the Paris Agreement, this 
responsibility lies particularly with industrialized, high-income countries because of their large 
historical contribution to the greenhouse gas emissions that cause climate change.249 At the 
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same time, action by all countries is needed to address the impacts of climate change 
worldwide.250 Support between countries can take the form, for example, of development 
cooperation, the sharing of knowledge and expertise, or contributions to UN climate funds such 
as the Fund for Responding to Loss and Damage, which low- and middle-income countries and 
small island states can draw on for financial support related to climate-related migration.251 
 
So far, this responsibility has mainly been implemented through non-binding 
arrangements. As noted above, the UN Global Compact for Migration is not legally binding. 
Agreements under the Paris Agreement are legally binding, but financial contributions to the UN 
Fund for Responding to Loss and Damage are voluntary. Other initiatives are voluntary as well. 
For example, in 2024 the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) established a climate resilience fund to 
protect refugees and displaced people (who have fled or been displaced for a wide range of 
reasons and constitute a vulnerable group) from further marginalization as a result of climate 
change.252 Contributions to this fund are also voluntary. For both the UN Fund for Responding to 
Loss and Damage and UNHCR’s climate resilience fund, funding needs far exceed the funding 
currently available or pledged.253 Nor have any globally binding agreements yet been reached on 
the legal protection of climate-related migrants and displaced people (see the next section). 

3.2.3 International legal protection of climate-related migrants and displaced people 
No binding global agreements have yet been reached on the international legal protection 
of climate-related migrants. Although most climate-related migration is expected to take place 
within countries, some people will migrate across borders. No binding global agreements have 
yet been reached on the legal protection of climate-related migrants. 
 
Climate-related migrants do not qualify for refugee status under the UN Refugee 
Convention. The term “refugee” is a legal term for a person who leaves their country owing to a 
well-founded fear of persecution on the grounds of race, religion, nationality, political opinion, or 
membership of a particular social group.254 Where this applies, the UN Refugee Convention 
provides protection.255 Climate change is not included in the UN Refugee Convention, and a 
“climate refugee” therefore does not exist as a legal category.256 Within the EU, however, there is 
what is known as subsidiary protection status. This is intended for people who do not fall within 
the definition of a refugee but who would face a real risk of serious harm if returned to their 
country. Examples include the death penalty, execution, torture, inhuman or degrading treatment 
or punishment, or a serious and individual threat to life as a result of indiscriminate violence in 
situations of armed conflict.257 In practice, “serious harm” is understood primarily to mean 
violence. Migration to another country because of climate change therefore does not fall under 
subsidiary protection under EU law either.258 Subsidiary protection may apply indirectly if the 
impacts of climate change lead to violent conflict.259 
 
There have, however, been developments in the international legal protection of climate-
related migrants. In 2020, for example, the UN Human Rights Committee issued a decision in a 
case brought by a resident of Kiribati against New Zealand.260 The resident argued that New 
Zealand had violated his right to life by deporting him to his home country after rejecting his 
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asylum application, because the small island state was becoming increasingly uninhabitable as a 
result of climate change. Although the Committee did not rule in favour of the resident of Kiribati, 
it recognized that, without a change in the global course of action, climate change could in the 
future become a reason why states may not return people to countries where they would be at 
risk.261 Building on this case, the International Court of Justice stated in a 2025 advisory opinion 
that people may sometimes flee to another country, or be unable to return to their home country, 
because of the potentially life-threatening impacts of climate change. Under the principle of non-
refoulement, states may not remove anyone where there are substantial grounds for believing 
that there is a real risk of irreparable harm to the right to life, according to the United Nations’ 
highest judicial body.262 
 
Steps are also being taken at the continental level to provide greater protection for 
climate-related migrants and displaced people. The OAU Convention263, signed by 46 
Member States of the African Union, and the Cartagena Declaration on Refugees, signed by ten 
countries in Latin America, may provide opportunities to protect climate-related migrants and 
displaced people. Both regional instruments use a broader definition of “refugee” than the UN 
Refugee Convention, extending it to people fleeing “events seriously disturbing public order.” To 
date, however, there are no known cases in which people fleeing natural hazards have received 
legal protection under these treaties.264 
 
In 2025, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights advised that states should develop 
appropriate legal frameworks to protect people who have been internationally displaced 
as a result of climate change. This could include humanitarian visas, temporary residence 
permits, or protection under refugee status or a similar status.265 The Court advised that states266 
should develop legal, policy, institutional, and budgetary instruments for climate-related 
displacement and cooperate with regional, international, and local stakeholders in doing so.267 In 
the same advisory opinion, the Court also addresses the prevention of climate-related migration. 
It states that countries should prevent climate-related migration and displacement and protect 
sectors and population groups exposed to the impacts of climate change. This should be done 
through measures aimed at protecting sources of income, food and water security, and adequate 
housing, as part of policies aimed at sustainable development, as well as through mitigation and 
adaptation targets.268 
 
The European Court of Human Rights has not yet expressly ruled on this issue. In a 2011 
judgment, however, the Court left open the possibility that natural phenomena, such as drought, 
could in very exceptional circumstances mean that a person may not be returned to their country 
of origin.269 
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4. What the Netherlands can do 

This chapter explains why it is important for the Netherlands to address climate-related 
migration and what additional steps it can take. We identify four areas in which Dutch 
politicians, policymakers, researchers, and civil society can take further action. 

4.1 The Netherlands’ interests and responsibilities 
The Netherlands may itself be affected by climate-related migration. The impacts of climate 
change have already led to displacement in the European part of the Netherlands and in the 
Caribbean part of the Kingdom (see Box B and Section 3.1.3). At present, this mainly involves 
temporary displacement caused by extreme weather. In the longer term, the Netherlands should 
take into account the possibility that climate-related migration may become more common 
throughout the Kingdom, including as a result of the indirect and gradual impacts of climate 
change. The same applies to Europe. 
 
The Netherlands has an international responsibility to address climate-related migration. 
Although climate-related migration is primarily a national matter (see Section 3.2.1), the 
Netherlands also has a role to play as part of the international community. This follows from 
agreements made under the UN climate agreement (see Section 3.2.2). The Netherlands is 
among the high-income countries with high historical emissions,270 which entails a responsibility 
to support climate-related migrants and displaced people worldwide. In the UN Global Compact 
for Migration, the Netherlands also expressed its ambition to support migrants. This is in keeping 
with the efforts the Netherlands has made for decades to protect human rights worldwide.271 
 
It is also in the Netherlands’ interest to address climate-related migration “far away”: 
instability and conflict resulting from climate-related migration in other countries may 
affect global security and trade relations. Climate-related migration is expected to have the 
greatest impact on countries “far away,” but it may still affect the Netherlands indirectly. Climate 
change and climate-related migration may increase instability, social tensions, and possibly 
extremism worldwide (see Section 2.3). This indirectly poses a threat to Dutch security.272 
Instability in partner countries may also affect the Netherlands, for example because it depends 
on these countries for access to critical raw materials, migrant workers, technology, or 
knowledge. One example is the recently concluded partnership between the EU and the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), through which the EU aims to strengthen access to 
the raw materials needed for the energy transition.273 This access is under pressure because of 
prolonged conflict and displacement in the region, and there are indications that climate change 
is increasing the risks of conflict and displacement in the DRC.274  

4.2 Four areas for action at the national and international levels 
The Netherlands can build knowledge and take action on climate-related migration in 
several areas. We discuss four areas in which the Netherlands can take action at the national, 
European, and international levels. These areas are relevant to the government and parliament, 
as well as to research institutions and civil society actors. For all four areas, further knowledge 
development on climate-related migration is an important step, because many knowledge gaps 
remain. At the same time, it is important to start taking action even under conditions of 
uncertainty. This can be done, for example, through an adaptive approach in which policies are 
regularly evaluated and adjusted, and by acting in accordance with the precautionary principle. 
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In addressing climate-related migration, people’s freedom of choice, dignity, and safety 
should come first. People have the right to self-determination, including in how they respond to 
climate change (see Box F).275 It is therefore important to increase people’s freedom to choose 
whether to stay or leave. Creating legal migration pathways (which is one of the objectives of the 
UN Global Compact for Migration) therefore cannot be separated from helping to ensure that 
people can remain safely and with dignity in the places where they live, for example through 
climate adaptation. Migration can be an adaptation strategy, but only if people are free to choose 
whether to stay or migrate. This also requires attention to the right and the ability to stay (see 
Box E).276  

4.2.1 National: preparing for climate-related migration within the Kingdom 
In the short term, it is important to be well prepared for disasters throughout the Kingdom 
in order to prevent temporary or lasting displacement. Extreme weather is expected to 
become more frequent both in the European part of the Netherlands and in the Caribbean part of 
the Kingdom, with potentially serious impacts on people’s lives and living conditions.277 The 
European part of the Netherlands is vulnerable, for example, to extreme rainfall. Large-scale 
evacuations and serious damage to homes caused by extreme rainfall are a real risk.278 Although 
measures are being taken to improve preparedness for extreme rainfall, these measures are not 
keeping pace with the rate at which the risk of extreme rainfall is increasing.279 Disaster 
preparedness can also be strengthened in the Caribbean parts of the Kingdom.280 
 
It is desirable to gain a better understanding of climate change as a driver of migration 
within the European part of the Netherlands and within the Kingdom. As noted above, there 
is little research on climate change as a driver of migration within the European part of the 
Netherlands or within the Kingdom (see Section 3.1.3). It would be useful to study and monitor 
this systematically. This could be done, for example, by linking data on climate risks and 
progress on adaptation with data on residential moves and migration. In particular, monitoring of 
progress on adaptation is still lacking at the local level.281 
 
To remain climate-resilient in the future, it is necessary to start the debate now about 
where people in the Netherlands will still be able to live in the future and whether this may 
require the planned relocation of people. Current adaptation policy in the European part of the 
Netherlands is strong, but not sufficient everywhere to address rapidly increasing climate risks.282 
Good adaptation policy can substantially reduce damage and risks, but requires clear spatial 
choices. This includes the question of which areas will remain suitable for housing and 
infrastructure in the longer term.283 In recent decades, extensive construction has taken place in 
areas vulnerable to flooding and land subsidence, often without sufficient account being taken of 
a more volatile climate.284 At the same time, additional space is needed to manage the impacts 
of climate change, for example for water storage, river widening, nature development, and dike 
reinforcement. This may mean that existing buildings have to make way. Long-term strategies for 
dealing with sea-level rise also have a major spatial dimension and may provide grounds for the 
planned relocation of people and activities.285 Without timely choices, the risk of costly and 
socially disruptive relocations increases, often following climate-related damage (see Box B and 
Box H). To stay ahead of this, the government can choose planned relocation as a policy 
instrument (see Section 2.3). Planned relocations can form one of the tools in a broader 
adaptation portfolio aimed at allowing the function of an area (such as housing or infrastructure) 
to evolve along with the climate.286 
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Box H. Planned relocation in New Zealand 

New Zealand has extensive experience with the planned relocation of people and communities after 
natural disasters and extreme weather. Because of its location, long coastline, and active geology 
(volcanic activity and earthquakes), storms, floods, landslides, and coastal erosion occur regularly. In recent 
years, decisions have repeatedly been made after disasters to relocate people and facilities temporarily or 
permanently—often involving a number of homes,287 or, in one case, an entire village.288 A larger-scale 
example is the red zones in Ōtautahi/Christchurch, which were cleared following the 2010–2013 
earthquakes because of severe land subsidence and damage.289 A buyout scheme was introduced for 
around 8,000 homes, and more than 20,000 people made use of it. To date, relocation in New Zealand has 
mainly been reactive, often taking place after a disaster and involving substantial government 
intervention.290 The scale of planned relocation remains limited.291 

As climate change increases risks in many areas, calls are growing in both politics and society for a 
planned relocation strategy. This is due in part to rising projected damage, poor experiences with ad hoc 
approaches following disasters, and concerns about what is known as insurance retreat: rising insurance 
premiums or the withdrawal of insurance coverage and financing from high-risk areas. For example, a large 
and growing share of the population lives in areas at high risk of flooding.292 

Policies for planned relocation are already being developed locally, while work is underway on a 
long-term strategy at the national level. At the national level, a framework for planned relocation has 
been considered by a specially established working group293, the Ministry for the Environment,294 and civil 
society organizations and think tanks.295 Following two major extreme weather events in 2023—Cyclone 
Gabrielle and the Auckland Anniversary Weekend floods—the government at the time decided to include a 
national planned relocation strategy in the Climate Change Adaptation Bill. The strategy is intended to 
provide clarity on the rules and processes for reactive and proactive relocation. This includes questions 
such as who decides whether relocation should take place, what criteria are used, how the process is 
structured, and how costs and responsibilities are allocated. Because work on the national framework is 
currently on hold, local authorities are taking their own initiatives, for example by introducing voluntary 
buyout schemes296 or developing plans to gradually relocate residents to lower-risk areas.297  

New Zealand’s experience offers valuable insights. It shows that a careful process is crucial because 
planned relocation has a major impact on the people affected. Important lessons include providing 
transparent and adequate compensation and engaging early and continuously with households and 
communities that have been or will be relocated. The way planned relocation is discussed also matters for 
public support and acceptance: is the emphasis on loss, or also on what can be gained? And is sufficient 
attention paid to the social and cultural dimensions of that loss? Tellingly, the Expert Working Group on 
Managed Retreat chose the Māori term te hekenga rauora, meaning “relocation with positive outcomes.”298 
Māori also see relocation as an opportunity for restorative justice: returning land and decision-making 
authority, restoring ecosystems, and supporting Māori-led adaptation strategies that strengthen their cultural 
traditions.299 

 
Planned relocation is receiving increasing attention worldwide, and the Netherlands can 
learn from other countries in this area. The Netherlands already has some experience with 
the planned relocation of people and activities, for example under the Room for the River 
(Ruimte voor de Rivier) program and, more recently, in Enschede. Nevertheless, use of this 
strategy remains limited, and where it does occur, it is small-scale and incidental. In the 
Netherlands, planned relocation is generally regarded as a controversial measure of last 
resort.300 In other countries, planned relocation already forms a more explicit part of spatial 
planning policy.301 In New Zealand, for example, planned relocation is already incorporated into 
many local spatial planning policies (see Box H).302 Initiatives are also under way in Portugal, 
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France (both in Europe and its overseas territories), and Senegal to relocate coastal villages 
because of increasing climate risks.303 The Netherlands can draw on these international 
experiences to strengthen its own knowledge base. Previous examples offer important lessons 
about planned relocation. For example, it is important to anticipate the climate risks people face 
in order to prevent disasters and displacement or disruptive last-minute planned relocation. A 
careful process is also needed in which local communities are involved in decisions to abandon 
areas, are adequately compensated, and have a say in how the “abandoned” area can continue 
to be used or commemorated in ways that do justice to people’s cultural attachment to the 
area.304 

4.2.2 European: gaining insight and developing a strategy for climate-related migration within 
and to Europe 
It would be prudent for the Netherlands to invest in building knowledge about climate-
related migration within and to Europe, both independently and at the European level. As 
noted above, there is still insufficient understanding of climate-related migration within and to 
Europe (see Section 3.1.3). In the UN Global Compact for Migration, countries expressed the 
ambition to strengthen joint analysis and information sharing in order to better map, understand, 
predict, and address migration movements—for example, those related to climate change.305 
This ambition was reiterated in the May 2026 update of the commitments under the UN Global 
Compact for Migration.306 To help fulfil this ambition, the Netherlands could promote monitoring 
and research into climate-related migration within and to Europe, for example in cooperation with 
the European Union Agency for Asylum (EUAA), the European Migration Network (EMN), and 
the European Commission. The Netherlands can also take action independently, for example by 
conducting research. Migration researchers and research institutions can build greater 
knowledge about climate-related migration and the factors that drive it. Research should also 
examine people who choose not to migrate or who are forced to remain, and the reasons why 
(see Box E). 
 
The Netherlands could, for example through the European Pact on Migration and Asylum, 
help drive discussions on a joint EU strategy for climate-related migrants and displaced 
people and the protection of their rights. There is currently no such strategy.307 The European 
Pact on Migration and Asylum entered into force in June 2026. If EU Member States succeed in 
implementing it effectively in their national legal systems, this could lead to fewer differences 
between national procedures, more efficient procedures, stronger border management, greater 
solidarity between Member States, and increased cooperation. It offers opportunities for greater 
control over migration.308 Climate-related migration is not currently covered by the Pact. The 
Netherlands could build on the improvements in European cooperation to place climate-related 
migration more firmly on the European agenda and promote monitoring and the development of 
regulation. 

4.2.3 International: contributing to the climate resilience of low- and middle-income countries  
It is important for the Netherlands to continue supporting adaptation and socioeconomic 
development in low- and middle-income countries in order to improve local living 
conditions. The Netherlands already does so, including through bilateral development 
cooperation, multilateral cooperation, and contributions to international climate funds.309 It is 
important for the Netherlands to be a reliable partner and honour existing commitments on 
development and climate finance.310 Countries rely on these commitments, and adaptation can 
improve people’s living conditions. The Netherlands can also work to ensure that international 
funds receive the financing that has been pledged. This applies in particular to funds that low- 
and middle-income countries can draw on for support with climate-related migration, such as the 
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Fund for Responding to Loss and Damage under the UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change and the UNHCR Climate Resilience Fund.311 
 
The Netherlands can strengthen its ties with low- and middle-income countries by 
cooperating on climate-related migration. The Netherlands is increasingly focusing on 
cooperation with low- and middle-income countries for geopolitical and trade-related reasons.312 
Preparing for and responding to climate-related migration can be one way to strengthen that 
cooperation.313 In addition to its existing efforts in the areas of climate adaptation, water, and 
food, the Netherlands can use its expertise in scenario analysis to help low- and middle-income 
countries gain a better understanding of climate-related migration and thereby strengthen local 
and national adaptation strategies (see Box I). It is important that both knowledge development 
and decision-making take place locally, particularly when it comes to decisions about whether to 
continue supporting adaptation and habitability in certain areas (see Box F). The Netherlands 
can also continue to use its expertise to help prevent climate-related displacement through early 
warning systems for extreme weather. It already contributes to this, including through the World 
Meteorological Organization’s Early Warnings for All initiative.314 At the same time, the 
adaptation gap in low- and middle-income countries remains wide, so additional efforts by the 
international community are needed.315 
 
This calls for a coherent approach across climate and migration programs. In the area of 
migration, the Netherlands cooperates with low- and middle-income countries mainly at the 
European level through migration partnerships. These partnerships focus, among other things, 
on reducing irregular migration through stricter border controls in North and West African 
countries. Restricting migration within and between partner countries may conflict with those 
countries’ own objectives if they see migration, including regional migration, as a means of 
strengthening their development and climate resilience.316 This is the case, for example, in the 
Member States of ECOWAS317 and IGAD318, where freedom of movement within the region is 
also seen as a way of responding to climate-related migration (see Section 3.2.1). The African 
Union also called attention at the most recent UN Climate Change Conference to regional 
migration as a way of responding to climate change.319 If the Netherlands and the EU want to 
deepen cooperation with low- and middle-income countries, it is essential that the interests and 
objectives of partner countries are transparent and taken into account on an equal footing.320 
One of those interests may be facilitating regional climate-related migration. For now, migration 
policy and efforts to strengthen climate resilience in partner countries appear to remain largely 
separate, particularly at the EU level.321 
 
The Netherlands can play a role in strengthening climate resilience in the most fragile 
states. Fragile states are highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. In these countries, 
the effects of climate change may lead to or exacerbate instability and conflict. Climate 
adaptation in fragile settings, combined with efforts to strengthen institutions, can contribute to 
stability.322 However, support from international climate funds reaches the most fragile countries 
only to a limited extent.323 The Netherlands has expertise in peacebuilding and security, in 
strengthening institutions, and in areas relevant to climate adaptation, such as water and food 
security. So far, however, these still appear to be relatively separate policy areas within Dutch 
foreign policy. There may be scope for an approach in fragile states that brings these areas of 
Dutch expertise together. At the same time, working in fragile states is highly challenging, and 
results can only be achieved through long-term engagement and incremental steps.324 A local 
approach is crucial, because the effects of living conditions, conflict, and potential migration can 
only be properly assessed at the local level (see Box I). 
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Box I. Dutch expertise in scenario analysis can strengthen local understanding of climate-related 
migration 

The impact of climate change on migration can be assessed by supplementing scenario studies 
with local data and research. Combining scenario studies with social science knowledge of local 
dynamics can provide a clearer picture of climate-related migration (see Section 3.1.1). Local knowledge, 
including non-academic knowledge, can provide insight into how climate change affects living conditions, 
what adaptation options are available locally, and which political, economic, cultural, and social 
considerations play a role in migration.325 

The Netherlands has the expertise to support studies of this kind and thereby strengthen local and 
national adaptation plans. Deltares, for example, is involved in the Africa Climate Mobility Initiative’s 
scenario research on climate-related migration across the African continent.326  Several Dutch knowledge 
institutions are involved in the Water, Peace and Security Partnership, where water, climate change, 
conflict, and migration are studied in an integrated manner.327 The Netherlands was also involved in 
developing the Bangladesh Delta Plan 2100 (see Box G). Greater insight into local climate-related migration 
can help countries and other authorities develop national and other adaptation plans. 

4.2.4 International: legal protection for people displaced by climate change and residence 
options for climate-related migrants 
The Netherlands can promote the rights of climate-related migrants and displaced people 
at the global level. First and foremost, facilitating international climate-related migration is a 
political choice for states. The Netherlands could encourage global discussion of the rights of 
climate-related migrants.328 One option would be to amend the UN Refugee Convention. 
However, this raises several concerns, such as the risk that the Convention could be weakened 
if reopened for negotiation and the possibility of increased pressure on the asylum system.329 
The question of political feasibility also arises in relation to an agreement separate from the 
Refugee Convention330 or an additional protocol331. The Netherlands could explore the extent to 
which existing human rights treaties, such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights, may in future give climate-related migrants a right to remain. The Netherlands could also 
consider whether, and to what extent, it wishes to provide protection to climate-related migrants 
through national policy. 
 
At the national level, the Netherlands could consider offering climate-related visas, 
including work visas, to climate-related migrants; the desirability, feasibility, and 
limitations of such visas have not yet been studied. Because climate-related migration is 
currently not a ground for an asylum residence permit, people from outside the EU who wish to 
migrate to the Netherlands will have to rely on other migration pathways, such as labour 
migration. The Netherlands currently has a relatively accessible admissions policy for people 
whose skills are in economic demand, for example under the “knowledge and talent” category, 
while its policy toward other migrants from outside the EU is more restrictive.332 One of the 
objectives of the UN Global Compact for Migration is to promote pathways for regular migration, 
including in the context of climate-related migration.333 Given the relatively low threshold for 
highly skilled migration and the restrictive policy toward other migrants from outside the EU, 
there may be scope to develop (temporary) residence options for climate-related migrants 
through labour migration. It would be useful to further examine the desirability of such an 
approach, as well as the associated opportunities and limitations, including within the Kingdom 
itself. Through cooperation with a country whose population is severely affected by climate 
change, the Netherlands could, for example, enter into agreements on climate adaptation and 
mitigation. It could also make agreements on ethical migration, facilitating remittances, and 
investing in education and capacity building for migrants, those who remain behind, and people 
who wish to return after a period of time. In doing so, the Netherlands could draw on the policy 

 
325 Boas et al. (2021); Boas et al. (2025); Meijer et al. (2024); Schewel et al. (2024). 
326 Deltares (z.d.). 
327 Water Peace and Security Partnership (z.d.). 
328 Donner & den Heijer (2020); Hattem (2026); ICJ (2025); Ruyssen (2025). 
329 Bisong (2026); Donner & den Heijer (2020); Hattem (2026); Ruyssen (2025). 
330 Ruyssen (2025). 
331 Donner & den Heijer (2020). 
332 Lodder (2019). 
333 UNGA (2018), UNGA (2018), Objective 5, para. 21(h). 
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frameworks of the UN International Organization for Migration (IOM) and the UN International 
Labour Organization (ILO).334  
 
The Netherlands can learn from and work together with countries and organizations that 
are already seeking to support climate-related migrants and displaced people. In 2017, 
New Zealand announced a plan to grant humanitarian visas to 100 Pacific Islanders each year. 
The plan was not successful, however, because many islanders preferred not to leave, while 
those who did want to leave viewed the term “refugee” negatively.335 In 2023, Australia 
concluded a bilateral treaty with Tuvalu under which it offers up to 280 permanent visas each 
year to Tuvaluans for work, study, and residence.336 The agreement stems from recognition that 
Tuvalu’s long-term future is threatened by climate change and is intended to facilitate voluntary 
migration.337 Whereas Tuvalu’s interest in the treaty lies in protection from climate change, 
Australia’s interest lies in countering China’s growing influence in the South Pacific. In exchange 
for migration opportunities and cooperation on climate change, Tuvalu will enter into partnerships 
or arrangements with another state in the areas of security and defence only in consultation with 
Australia.338 This provision has raised considerable concern, and several Tuvaluan political 
leaders therefore do not support the treaty. It has even been suggested that the issue played a 
role in the then prime minister’s electoral defeat in January 2024. Tuvaluans are generally 
positive about the new migration pathway. However, they expressed concern that they had not 
been consulted, that details about how the arrangement would operate were lacking, and that 
Australia was not meeting its obligations to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.339  
 
There are also ideas in Europe for supporting climate-related migrants. Spain has an 
agreement with Colombia on temporary labour migration for people who are vulnerable to the 
impacts of climate change and who may, for example, wish to leave temporarily because of a 
natural disaster.340 In 2023, the German Expert Council on Integration and Migration (SVR) 
proposed three instruments for addressing the challenges of climate-related migration. First, a 
permanent “climate passport” for residents of countries that are rapidly disappearing as a result 
of climate change. Second, a “climate card” in the form of a temporary humanitarian visa, 
available to a maximum number of residents from a limited number of countries that are severely 
affected by climate change. Finally, a climate work visa for residents of countries that are 
affected by climate change to a lesser extent than in the first two cases. The SVR’s 
recommendations were ultimately not implemented by policymakers. The Netherlands can draw 
inspiration from these existing arrangements, initiatives, and ideas and take the lessons learned 
into account. 

4.3 Finally 
The impact of climate change on migration can be limited if countries invest in adaptation, 
mitigation, and broader socioeconomic development. The influence of climate change on 
migration will depend on many factors that can be influenced through interventions, including 
policy measures, such as improving physical and economic living conditions, strengthening 
political stability, and preventing and mitigating conflict. How countries act over the coming 
decades will therefore largely determine how many people worldwide migrate or are displaced as 
a result of climate change, and the extent to which they end up in or remain in poor living 
conditions.341 Reducing global greenhouse gas emissions therefore remains just as important as 
ever. Higher greenhouse gas emissions lead not only to greater risks, but also to greater 
uncertainty about the impacts of climate change, and therefore to greater uncertainty about the 
future of climate-related migration. 
 
At the same time, the world will have to address climate-related migration; this requires a 
proactive role from all countries, including the Netherlands. The various uncertainties 
surrounding this issue call for proactive, adaptive, and well-prepared policymaking. This requires 

 
334 Adviesraad Migratie (2022). 
335 Hattem (2026). 
336 The treaty was signed in November 2023 and entered into force in August 2024. See: Australia-Tuvalu Falepili Union (2023). 
337 CGD (2023); Hattem (2026). 
338 Australia-Tuvalu Falepili Union (2023). 
339 Barnett et al. (2025). 
340 de Moor (2011); GCA (2019). 
341 IPCC (2022b); World Bank (2021). 
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expanding knowledge of climate-related migration worldwide. It is also necessary to foster 
discussion within and between countries about how climate-related migration should be 
addressed and how countries can cooperate at both the international and national levels. The 
Netherlands can choose to take an anticipatory role in shaping this agenda and to take steps 
domestically, or it can wait, at the risk that climate-related migration will pose major challenges in 
the future. 
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