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In recent months, the migratory impacts of environmental degrada-

tion and climate change have gained increased worldwide attention. 

Several concrete steps to address these challenges have been taken, 

including the publication of the long-awaited European Commissi-

on (EC) Staff Working Document on Climate Change, Environmental 

Degradation and Migration in April 20131, the acknowledgement 

of the need for further understanding about human mobility and 

displacement by the 18th Conference of the Parties to the United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in 

Doha in December 2012  and the launch of the Nansen Initiative in 

October 20123. Discussions surrounding the inclusion of existing 

research results in evidence-based policy-making have therefore 

become pressing. 

Building upon this momentum, in January 2013, a Policy Forum 

entitled “Climate change, the environment and migration: from re-

search to policy-making” was jointly organised by the Vrije Universi-

teit Brussel’s (VUB) Institute for European Studies, the International 

Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD) and the Greens/

European Free Alliance to explore current research methodologies 

and findings, and actively contribute to the development of a re-

search agenda relevant for policy-makers. 

As a follow-up to this event, and in response to the publication of 

the EC Staff Working Document, this policy brief critically outlines 

current themes and issues that surround this global phenomenon, 

specifically the findings of current international research which 

frame the discussions on terminology and current legal, political 

and institutional conceptual debates. While researchers have been 

exploring the link between environmental degradation, climate 

change and migration for decades, it is only in recent years that it 

has made its way into the discourse of policy-makers4. Translating 
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research into policy in this field remains a tough task. To tackle 

this challenge, several proposals were put forward during the po-

licy forum of January 2013. Firstly, there is a need for tailored 

and actionable research outputs that take into account political 

pressures and realities on the ground. Secondly, migration and 

climate policies would be clearly boosted through the elaboration 

of a common policy-oriented research agenda of which elements 



were put forward at the event. Finally, efficient communication 

tools and channels could be developed to transfer research fin-

dings to policy-makers.

1. Tailoring Research Outputs

Reports, such as the EACH-FOR report5 and the COST Action 

IS1101 “Climate Change and Migration: knowledge, law and po-

licy, and theory”6, have been put forward as good practices to 

try and address the situation through the promotion of applied 

multidisciplinary research, as well as research method harmoni-

sation. The context-specific nature of the relationship between 

migration, the environment and climate change demands that 

research design be systematically tailored to specific national 

and sub-national policy needs. There are certainly communi-

cation channels that can be used to inform academia of major 

policy questions that precisely define the needs and expectati-

ons of policy-makers. The EC Staff Working Document is very 

welcome in this regard as it provides directions for a concrete 

policy-oriented research agenda that covers both conceptual 

and policy levels. That being said, it is important that research 

remains objective and does not specifically support the position 

of policy-makers on such a politically sensitive topic. 

In addition, research projects should be conceived as a platform 

of broad engagement and involve policy-makers (specifically tho-

se in countries most prone to environmental degradation) from 

the project outset rather than disseminating results at the end of 

a project. This involvement is an effective way for policy-makers 

to take ownership of the research. A good example in this vein 

is the “Migration and Global Environmental Change” report pu-

blished in October 2011 by Foresight, the UK Government Office 

for Science7. 

Finally, concerning the type of data to be disseminated to poli-

cy-makers, the policy forum pointed out that researchers in the 

field of environmental degradation, climate change and migra-

tion must continue to ensure that recommendations are actiona-

ble and clear to all those concerned. Evidence-based recommen-

dations must provide the necessary information to differentiate 

between various policy options, both in terms of in situ assis-

tance and international protection. However, researchers must 

be able to present any underlying assumptions in their research 

models and should not sell simulated outcomes as certain pre-

dictions8.

2. Setting a common policy-oriented research agenda

In recent years, there has been a significant increase in research 

in the field of environmental degradation, climate change and 

migration9. However, many actors in this field do not follow a 

common policy-oriented research agenda. 

At conceptual level, the issue of terminology and the difficulty 

of segregating these terms still hinders the adoption of policy 

measures. Several concepts and definitions have been put for-

ward, with the most common being ‘environmental refugee’10, 

’environmental migrant’11 and ‘environmentally-induced mi-

grant’12. As environmental changes are mainly context-specific, 

it remains to be seen whether a single definition is sufficient for 

a plethora of different scenarios. Furthermore, some terminolo-

gies have strong political and legal impacts behind them, such 

as the term ‘refugee’, the use of which in the context of environ-

mental change is strongly rejected by a number of actors, inclu-

ding UNHCR13. It is interesting to note that the EC Staff Working 

Document takes no strong stance on the terminology issue. The 

document puts forward the distinction between migration and 

displacement in the context of environmental change whilst ac-

knowledging that it will be difficult to apply to individual cases.

At policy level, three issues deserve attention from researchers. 

Firstly, it is becoming increasingly important to find the ‘right’ 

framework to deal with environmental change and the migratory 

consequences. The first step in this regard would be to review 

the current conventions, such as the 1992 UN Framework Con-

vention on Climate Change, or protection schemes, including 

complementary and temporary protection mechanisms, and 

assess the need for new measures that better suit the present 

situation. The use of the 1951 Geneva Convention relating to 

the status of refugees was distinctly rejected given that environ-

mental degradation is not included as grounds for persecution. 

The same approach is taken by the recent EC Staff Working Do-

cument which is extremely cautious on the protection issue. The 

paper stresses that a number of existing instruments could be 

relevant in the context of environmentally induced migration and 

Policy   brief • n° 2013/08



					                 Policy   brief • n° 2013/08

displacement, including some EU instruments. It is particularly in-

teresting to note that there may be room for the utilisation of the 

2001 Temporary Protection Directive14. However, the EC concludes 

that it remains to be seen whether a new protection scheme is 

necessary. The EC paper also welcomes the Nansen Initiative as a 

significant step towards bridging protection gaps. 

Secondly, the need to promote migration as an adaptation strate-

gy to environmental change in certain contexts was unanimously 

recognised15. It is also a clear requirement from the EC that dedi-

cates four pages to this specific issue in its Staff Working Docu-

ment. However, further research should be conducted to identify 

where and how to implement this option in practice. 

Thirdly, it is increasingly important to identify parts of the world 

that will become uninhabitable in the next few decades. This 

should be completed by the development of specific guidelines 

on population relocation within the framework of global environ-

mental change16. The EC Staff Working Document also addresses 

the issue of relocation but only as a last resort solution. The paper 

points out that experience amassed within the framework of the 

Regional Protection Programmes (RPP)17 could be useful in this re-

gard.

3. Developing communication tools

As previously mentioned, there is a general consensus that the 

amount of research on migration, environmental degradation and 

climate change is now quite substantial. In order to move from the 

standard conclusion that “further research is needed” to develop 

evidence-based policies in this field, a three-step approach to im-

prove the transfer of research results to policy-makers emerged 

from the policy forum. 

The first step would be to launch a broad dialogue between policy-

makers and researchers that involves all the relevant stakeholders 

(including Ministries of Interior, Foreign Affairs, Development, En-

vironment, etc). Several milestones have been reached in recent 

years in order to develop such a dialogue, for example the Nansen 

Conference – now followed by the Nansen Initiative – the Foresight 

report, the Asia Pacific Migration and Environment Network (AP-

MEN)18 and the EC public consultation in 2011. Such a dialogue 

would need to take place on a regular basis to keep up to date with 

an ever-changing phenomenon. 

The second step to be taken in the short term would be to create a 

global online clearing house which collects and classifies existing 

research results. Some attempts to launch such a database have 

been made, such as the Climate Change, Environment and Migra-

tion Alliance (CCEMA)19. At present, results remain dispersed.

Finally, in the long run, environmental migration data must be 

mainstreamed. An idea could be to integrate them into national 

migration profiles with policy-makers trained to apply them. This 

would contribute to awareness-raising of this complex issue and 

highlight its cross-cutting nature.

Conclusion

As highlighted in this policy brief, improving research communi-

cation between researchers and policy-makers in the field of mi-

gration, environmental degradation and climate change is critical. 

Efforts to strengthen communication among researchers must be 

complemented by efforts to strengthen the institutional capacity 

of policy agencies to take up results and recommendations from 

research. This includes enhancing individual capacities and skills, 

as well as developing institutional channels, procedures and in-

centive structures to promote a process of evidence-informed 

policy-making that addresses migration in the context of environ-

mental change. 
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