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UNGA 2nd Committee Special Event - Climate Change: Impacts and Threats
19 October 2009, New York City

“Advancing human security through knowledge-based 
approaches to reducing vulnerability and environmental 

risks“
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Climate change, human security, and 
social vulnerability:

Empirical evidence of environmentally 
induced migration

Dr. Koko Warner 
United Nations University Institute for Environment and 

Human Security (UNU-EHS).
Bonn, Germany
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Overview

1. Climate change, security questions, & social 
vulnerability

2. Climate change and human displacement: 
Framing the issue

3. Empirical research on environmental change 
and migration

4. Are we asking the right questions?

5. Conclusions
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Climate change, security questions, & 

social vulnerability

• Is climate change a security threat?
– Climate change and environmental degradation
– Migration, food security, shifting borders and trade patterns
– Do climate change stressors affect conflict? If so, how?

„Climate change has serious implications on 
international peace and security, including 
migration.“

– UN General Assembly Thematic Debate, 11-12 Feb. 2008

• Climate change & human security challenge
– The IPCC says less developed regions are especially vulnerable  to impacts of 

environmental change

• How many will migrate? Are they a security threat? 
– Estimates vary from at least 24 million today to 700 million by 2050
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5 channels through which climate 

change can have security implications

1. Vulnerability - impacts on human well-being of 
vulnerable individuals and communities; 

2. Development - retardation of economic 
development; 

3. Coping and Security - uncoordinated coping 
through population migration and/or conflict over 
scarce water, land or other resources; 

4. Statelessness - displacement of whole populations 
through sea-level rise and consequent 
statelessness; 

5. International Conflict - changes in availability of or 
access to internationally shared resources, e.g., 
transboundary waters.
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From Security to Human Security

Traditional
Security

Sovereign states, 
national & political 
dimensions, peace, 
etc.

Emergence

Dimensions of 
human security:

• Political
• Environmental
• Economic
• Food
• Health
• Personal
• Community

Sustainable Development

Freedom 
from want

Freedom from 
hazard impact

Freedom 
from fear
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What role does social vulnerability 

play in human security?

• Social vulnerability is one dimension of 
vulnerability to multiple stressors & shocks, 
including climate change-related risks.

• Social vulnerability to climate change refers 
to the inability of people, organizations, and 
societies to withstand adverse impacts from 
multiple stressors to which they are exposed. 

• These impacts are due in part to 
characteristics inherent in social interactions, 
institutions, and systems of cultural values. 
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7 November 1998 The Guardian, London

The Guardian 7 November 1998
Courtesy of Terry Cannon



U
ni

te
d 

N
at

io
ns

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
In

st
itu

te
 fo

r E
nv

iro
nm

en
t &

 H
um

an
 S

ec
ur

ity
Are we asking the right questions?

• What social changes represent adaptation 
to climate change? What forms of social 
change might indicate that adaptation is 
failing?

• What social changes related to climate 
change have the potential to destabilize 
vulnerable countries? Would that represent 
a security threat?

• Are states and institutions prepared to 
manage these changes in ways that 
enhance societal resilience to shocks and 
avoid conflict?
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Climate change & migration

• What will climate change mean for 
migration?
– “In coming decades, climate change will motivate or force 

millions of people to leave their homes in search of viable 
livelihoods and safety. Although the precise number of 
migrants and displaced people may elude science for some 
time, all available estimates suggest their numbers will be in 
the tens of millions or more. The mass of people on the 
move will likely be staggering and surpass any historical 
antecedent”. 

• Do we know what we need to know?
– A noted scholar suggested recently that despite widespread 

anecdotal evidence, generalised assumptions and emerging 
research findings, we still have little empirically grounded 
knowledge or conceptual understanding of the links between 
the environmental impacts of climate change and population 
mobility

– We know surprisingly little about how these factors interact.
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Compelling questions

• Who has been migrating away from situations of environmental 
degradation/change;

• Where migrants are coming from and where are they going to;
• Why people have migrated, and the role of changing 

environments;
• How environmental degradation interplays with other social, 

economic and political factors when migration decisions are 
made;

• What might have prevented people from migrating in the first 
place;

• Why people who remained in areas of environmental 
degradation/ change remained in their location while others 
migrated 

• How the migration activities occurred (choice of destination, 
what networks were used to facilitate migration?).

• The effects of migration on the area of origin (remittances, 
community ties, etc.)
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Rockefeller Foundation Donor Briefing 
23 September 2009, New York City
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Migration is a traditional coping mechanism
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Summary of findings

• Who is migrating 
– Some of the most vulnerable affected first and 

worst by climate change, just surviving
• Where are they going?

– Migration mainly internal, not international
– How likely is the „waves of climate refugees“ 

scenario?
• Links to conflict?

– None were found
• What institutional responses do they need

– Need livelihoods and flexible responses, possibly 
more than emergency assistance

– „humanitarian plus“ approaches needed
– Requires new modes of governance
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New modes of approaching human 
security, climate change, & mobility

1. Focus on human security

2. Address social vulnerability

3. Flexible institutional approaches 
needed—we are only partially 
equipped today

4. Invest in resilience

5. Prioritize the world´s most 
vulnerable populations

Download the report at:

http://www.ehs.unu.edu/file.php?id=621
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UNU and our partners will report 
back to the climate negotiations in 

Copenhagen in two weeks.

Dr. Koko Warner 
United Nations University Institute of Environment and 

Human Security (UNU-EHS) 
UN Campus, Hermann-Ehlerstr. 10 

53113 Bonn, Germany 
Tel: +49 228 815 0226, Fax: +49 228 815 0299

Thank you.
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What happens to a dream deferred?

Does it dry up 
like a raisin in the sun? 

Or fester like a sore-- 
And then run? 
Does it stink like rotten meat? 
Or crust and sugar over-- 
like a syrupy sweet?

Maybe it just sags 
like a heavy load.

Or does it explode?
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