
Climate Justice Motion, Climate Refugees
3.10. Legal recognition of climate refugees’ right to asylum under UK and 
international law. Labour-run authorities to become Cities of Sanctuary.

Summary

 There are 21.5 million climate refugees, and this may rise to 1.2 
billion by 2050.

 Since 2012 this has been recognized by the United Nations and 
addressed by the Nansen Initiative in the IOM.

 Following the Nansen Initiative, the Platform on Disaster 
Displacement (PDD) was formed and is active globally in the 
implementation the Initiative with plans that focus on local and 
regional capacity building financed through WIM.

 Progress concerning the protection of climate change refugees is 
reviewed and advanced at each UN Climate Change Conference 
(COP)

 Though there is a provisional IOM definition of Climate Migration, a 
formally agreed definition is required to facilitate an efficient and 
effective migration process, and this should be achieved as a 
priority.

 The new UK immigration rules announced by Priti Patel are 
considered by most stakeholders to be vague, unworkable, cruel, 
and potentially unlawful with respect to the 1951 Refugee 
Convention.

There are currently 21.5 million climate refugees according to the UNHCR 
and the Australian think tank IEP predicts that this number may rise to 1.2
billion by 2050i. Recognition of climate refugees and strategies for 
managing the issue are a regular part of the ICCC process. Addressing this
is not an option but an imperative, however despite trying currently to 
assert its leadership on climate change, the UK has held back from 
leadership in this area and its recent aggressive legislative approach is 
not only is unethical but may well be at variance with international law.ii

Nansen Initiative 

In 2010, the Cancun Framework led to the 2012 formation of the Nansen 
Initiative within the International Organization for Migration (IOM) part of 
United Nations Migration. This initiative ran from 20212 to 2015 and was 
primarily funded by the governments of Norway and Switzerland along 
with the European Commission, Germany, and the MacArthur Foundation. 
The overall goal of the Nansen Initiative is to build consensus among 
States on key principles and elements to protect people displaced across 
borders in the context of disasters caused by natural hazards, including 
those linked to climate change. The outcomes were:

1. International cooperation and solidarity in recognition of the problem.
2. Standards for the treatment of affected people regarding admission, 

stay, status.
3. A plan for operational responses, including funding mechanisms and 

responsibilities of international humanitarian and development actors.



Platform on Disaster Displacement (PDD) 

In 2015, the PDD was formed within IOM to implement the 
recommendations of the Nansen initiative and was endorsed by more than
100 governmental delegations. Though absent from the steering 
committee, UK has been part of the Group of Friends of the PDD. To date, 
the PDD has run a series of implementation projects in Sri Lanka, East 
Africa, the Eastern Caribbean and the Pacific Islands, focusing on local and
regional capacity building.

UN Climate Change Conference (COP)

At COP25 in Spain, climate refugees were a part of the discussions, 
including financing through the Warsaw International Mechanism for Loss 
and Damage (WIM). These discussions will continue at COP26 in 
November.

UNHCR 2017 Legal Considerations

The UNHCR considered that people displaced by the humanitarian crises, 
including climate change, need international protection and should be 
granted a complementary protection status where applicable under 
national law. Without prejudice to their right to apply for refugee 
protection and be granted refugee status, they should not be returned to 
their countries of origin, and should have a legal basis to stay for a 
defined period based on temporary stay arrangements, with a possibility 
to renew this arrangement where relevant and necessary.iii

Climate Migration

Though no formally agreed definition exists for climate migration, in 2019 
the IOM referred to “the movement of a person or groups of persons who, 
predominantly for reasons of sudden or progressive change in the 
environment due to climate change, are obliged to leave their habitual 
place of residence, or choose to do so, either temporarily or permanently, 
within a State or across an international border.”iv Without an agreed legal
definition of climate migration, the handling of these issues is subject to 
official obfuscation and delay. 

New UK Immigration Rules

In March 2021, UK Home Secretary Priti Patel revealed the new 
immigration rules that were described by a total of 192 refugee, human 
rights, legal and faith groups as “vague, unworkable, cruel and potentially 
unlawful.”v  A key issue with the proposed plan is that the UK is party to 
the 1951 Refugee Convention, which prohibits countries from penalizing 
persons who seek asylum in a country through unofficial points of entry.
i  https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/06/climate-refugees-the-world-s-forgotten-victims/
ii https://www.climate-refugees.org/spotlight/2021/5/3/uk
iii https://www.refworld.org/docid/5906e0824.html
iv https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/iml_34_glossary.pdf
v https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/30/sham-200-groups-criticise-uk-government-
consultation-on-refugee-policy
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