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Background
The current discourse on climate change
and migration is characterised by a set of
contradictory arguments, feeding into a
complex debate. What are the most salient
features that contribute to this
complexity? This policy briefing note
identifies the main ambivalences in the
debate and comes up with food for
thought about what could be done
(better). The salient feature are:







Missing data and missing definitions
of climate change and migration
The framing of migration either as
adaptation or as “loss and damage”
A missing normative compass of
global solidarity
A concentration of the debate on
the Global South - Turning a blindeye to resource-hungry forms of
migration and mobility in the Global
North
A lack of interdisciplinary research

For a long time now the conversation
around climate-related migration seems to
have been characterized by major
ambivalences and contradictions that
frame the open discourse in various ways
and make policy decisions difficult.
Historically, the lack of data on the regional
effects of global climate change was used
as an explanation for slow political action.
Nowadays it has become clear that nature
is already stepping up with a “new
normal”: wildfires, droughts, floods and
changed rainfall patterns are experienced
all over Europe.
Both the most recent report on climate
change by the IPCC (Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change) and the World
Migration Report by IOM (International
Organisation for Migration) put the slowonset impacts of climate change in the
center of their analysis and predict an
increase in migration in the future.
Increasingly, environmental degradation
exacerbated by climate change - according
to their prognoses - will provoke mass
migration in many parts of the world. By
now, it is widely acknowledged that
migration can work as an adaptation
strategy or a solution on the
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individual level and that migration and mobility are normal
features in many parts of the world. In fact, immobility,
often labelled as “trapped populations”, is considered a
possible hindrance to sustainable development. But what
about the relationship between migration and climate
change when it comes to more large-scale dynamics, such
as the predicted inhabitability of regions due to droughts
or to the fragile, transnational organisation of food
systems? Which features and arguments contribute to the
politicization of the debate on the nexus between climate
change and migration and how could policies possibly
respond to them?
First, there is no standard definition for when mobility
starts to become migration. In addition, very little is known
about regional tipping points at which climate change
turns landscapes into places to leave – we have little
localized data considering local responses to
environmental change, vulnerabilities and migration as an
adaptation strategy. What is needed is for local knowledge
to become part of the quantitative documentation of the
dynamics.
Second, while attempts have been made to politically
frame migration as part of “loss and damages” (see for
example the Cancun agreement), migration scholars reject
the definition of migration as a “problem”. This normative
bias is among the major ambivalences in the discourse:
how to judge migration? Is it a loss and, consequentially,
should it be compensated? If so, who is responsible for the
damages and who should be paying what? For which time
period should there be compensation and to whom? As
these are tricky arguments, which may also hide homegrown political failures, the debate on climate justice and
attribution research risks ending up stuck either in
accusations or justifications.
Third, we do not have a normative compass for how to
deal with global changes that play out very differently on
the local level. Which groups of people, which regions and
which cultures should receive the most attention and
which vulnerable groups should be helped? We do not
have global social policies, nor do we have a globally
accepted international organisation that could decide on
the prioritisation of support and the allocation of
resources. In consequence, a heterogenous field of private
actors, NGOS and state institutions has evolved over the
past 20 years, leading to a cacophonic debate with little
binding political decision-making on the way.
The views presented here express the opinion of the authors, responsible
in the sense of the law is the Networking Unit Paradigm Shift at TU Berlin.

Fourth, the debate on the relationship between climate
change and migration has largely concentrated on
mobilities in the Global South and people migrating there.
What has not been in the focus until now are resourceconsuming forms of mobility that have evolved in the
countries of the Global North. Here, international mobility
has expanded strongly with globalisation, be it in the form
of tourism or international exchange. Here, the
expectations of large parts of the population to be mobile
any time and at any costs has become part of a lifestyle. We
must consider the fact that such mobility-expectations eat
up precious resources and that they also contribute to
heightened temperatures on the planet. A focus of action
should thus be on technologies for more sustainable
mobility and on societal transformation.
Fifth, interdisciplinary research is missing, leading to silothinking when looking for solutions. The relationship
between climate change and migration confronts us with
wicked problems that are located on different scales of
agency and that involve a variety of institutional players.
Not only we do see heterogenous spatial realities that
intersect, but also time is a crucial factor when it comes to
migration-decision-making: if individuals do not see a
perspective in their place of living they are likely to find a
solution abroad. Smart policies must act locally on shortterm problems with a globally long-term strategy.
Responding to the challenge
What is needed now is a debate on the contradictions
outlined here which would underscore the debate on
climate change and migration with a special focus on the
dimension of climate justice. More interdisciplinary
research is needed that includes sustainable, local
perspectives and local knowledge.
Policy makers must move away from ‘one-size-fits-all‘
schematic solutions that are based on technological
inventions of the Global North and should watch out for
long-term participatory approaches that may include
migration as an adaptation strategy. Also, the debate
should address a full range of entangled migration and
mobility patterns: for example the resource-consuming
mobility expectations of many people in the Global North.
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