
Study Guide – SOCHUM 

 

Dear Delegates,  

It is a pleasure to welcome you to the Social, Cultural and Humanitarian Committee. My name is 
Georgiana, I am from Romania and currently in my second year at University of Birmingham. This is 
my first time chairing a MUN committee. I hope this study guide provides a good starting point for 
your research and feel free to contact us if you have any queries. 

I look forward to seeing you at the conference. 

 

Topic B: Environmental refugees 

Introduction: 

The term ‘environmental refugees’ is used to describe people who move due to changes in the 
environment around them. These changes in the environment include climate change as well as non-
climatic reasons – volcanic eruptions or erosion. However, most people who move due to changes in 
their environment choose to move internally instead of crossing an international border. The term 
environmental refugee is relatively hard to define as the people it is applied to do not fulfil the 
typical criteria for refugees. Refugees are defined as people who have fled their own country. 

The term has no official recognition because environmental migrants are not covered by the 1951 
Geneva Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, which is designed to protect those fleeing 
persecution, war or violence. Therefore, ‘environmental refugees’ do not have the same rights as 
other refugees. 

 

Dadaab refugee camp 



Background of the topic: 

Over the years there have been many attempts to estimate the number of environmental refugees 
globally. This has proved difficult because climate related migration is a highly complex issue and 
attributing migration of populations to the environment is hard. The inability to clearly define who is 
an environmental refugee creates difficulties in providing legal protection. Environmental refugees 
do not have a legal and unified status under international law, and are often simply referred to as 
“displaced”. 

 

An important challenge that this new category of refugee presents is the consequences of UNHCR 
broadening its definition of “refugee” to support environmental refugees as it is unclear if the 
political appetite exists to provide the necessary funding. If the definition is broadened to recognize 
environmental refugees, the question of how to distinguish between an economic and an 
environmental refugee arises. Someone crossing the border of his country because the lack of water 
has affected his livestock and crops, will be seen by some as an economic refugee, even though he 
may argue that if had he stayed in his country he would not have survived. 

While environmental refugees can create new challenges to the norms and political measures, 
actions must be taken to tackle the problems these people face. Climate change has been starting to 
show its consequences. So far, eight islands in nearby Micronesia have been swallowed by the ocean 
in recent decades, and most of the Marshall Islands could follow by the end of the century. Here and 
elsewhere on the world’s fringes, the apocalyptic consequences of climate change have become 
reality. 

Current situation: 

In March 2018, the World Bank was calling for urgent action to curb global warning and estimating 
that by 2050 more than 140 million people in Africa, Latin America, and South Asia could be forced 
to migrate to escape the worsening impacts of climate change. 

The EU is highly sensitive about human rights issues; since 2014 Germany has accepted more than a 
million refugees in response to the migration wave. Nordic countries such as Sweden, Iceland and 
Norway have implemented policy measures to limit emissions of GHG. 



China and India are rising powers aiming to change the current world order; to increase their 
credibility on the international scene and be a model for all, they will position themselves as 
proactive in tackling global warming. 

President Trump has vowed to pull the US out of the 2015 Paris agreement; this move will lead to 
negative consequences.  

South East Asian countries such as Vietnam, Thailand, the Philippines, or Malaysia are still 
developing countries, and thus usually lack the appropriate infrastructure to face frequent floods, 
typhoons, volcano eruptions or earthquakes. 

New Zealand is set to become the first country to recognise the impact of climate change as grounds 
for a claim of asylum. 

 

 

Further reading: 

http://climatemigration.org.uk/environmental-refugees-definition-numbers/ 

https://www.unhcr.org/research/working/3ae6a0d00/environmental-refugees-myth-reality-richard-
black.html 

https://www.unhcr.org/climate-change-and-disasters.html 

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2018/jan/04/bangladesh-climate-refugees-
john-vidal-photo-essay 

http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/events/coordination/15/documen
ts/papers/2_UNEP.pdf 

https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/united-nations-migration-compact-climate-refugees/ 

https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2018/03/06/why-climate-migrants-do-not-
have-refugee-status 

 

 


