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Introduction

Climate change and disasters, both slow- and rapid-onset, contribute to displacement. Some displaced individuals 
cross international borders and become refugees. Others face limited options inside their country’s borders as 
internally displaced persons (IDPs).9 At the end of 2022, the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC) 
estimated the number of IDPs worldwide at 71.1 million, with 62.5 million IDPs displaced by conflict and violence and 
8.7 million displaced by disasters.2 That same year, over 305,000 people were newly displaced by disasters in the 
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. By comparison, 223,000 people were displaced in the region in 2021, 
mostly by severe drought, flash floods, and storms.3 

It is crucial to protect the rights of IDPs who experience climate-induced displacement by providing humanitarian 
assistance, tackling disparities, and preventing conflicts, although this may be difficult amid ongoing hostilities.4 All 
of these concerns fall under the umbrella of climate justice, which emphasizes equal access to resources and the 
right to exist free from harm.5 Thus, protecting and empowering IDPs through a human security approach is vital.6 By 
integrating human security principles with climate justice considerations, policymakers can formulate robust policies 
aimed at safeguarding IDPs, enhancing their resilience, and upholding their fundamental rights within the context of 
climate-induced displacement.

This brief examines existing international legal frameworks and their roles in providing protection for IDPs at the 
international, regional, and national levels. Recognizing that vulnerable groups — including youths, women, older 
adults, people with disabilities, and people residing in rural areas — are particularly affected by climate change, it 
proposes a human rights-based approach grounded in climate justice to ensure comprehensive and sustainable 
protection for IDPs. 

The Inherent Difficulty of Conceptualizing Climate-Induced Displacement

Human mobility can take on various forms, including displacement, migration, and planned relocation. It can 
be either voluntary or forced, with varying levels of freedom and constraint. In most cases, movement is not 
entirely voluntary or forced, but falls somewhere on a continuum between the two.7 According to the 1998 Guiding 
Principles on Internal Displacement, internal displacement may occur when, following a disaster or in anticipation 
of a disaster, people evacuate or flee their homes or places of habitual residence and remain within the country’s 
borders. This brief acknowledges that planned relocation, or conscious migration, can be an effective strategy for 
adapting to climate change.8 

Understanding the characteristics of these movements and how they relate to various climate shocks and stressors 
is key for developing effective policy responses and adaptation plans.9 In the discourse of environmental migration, 
conceptualizing and accurately describing climate-induced displacement is an underlying stumbling block.10 There 
is no universally agreed-on definition of “climate-induced displacement,” despite the first mention of the term in 
the 2008 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) assembly documents.11 In this brief, 
“climate-induced displacement” refers to the movement of people within a country due to the effects of rapid- or slow-
onset climate events, such as earthquakes, floods, and droughts.

Scales of Protection: Legal and Policy Frameworks

The responsibility to protect people affected by climate-induced displacement primarily lies with a country’s national 
authorities. The United Nations (UN) already outlined the rights of these individuals in relation to climate change in 
2015.12 Further, in 2017, the Human Rights Council called on states to take appropriate measures to safeguard the 
rights of displaced people vulnerable to climate change impacts.13 

The UNFCCC also recognizes that states have common but differentiated responsibilities in the area of climate 
change: Developed countries should provide financial resources to assist developing countries in implementing the 
objectives of the UNFCCC.14 



   BAKER INSTITUTE POLICY BRIEF  |  3

A FRAMEWORK FOR PROTECTING HUMAN RIGHTS IN THE CONTEXT OF INTERNAL CLIMATE-INDUCED DISPLACEMENT

In the context of climate change, the issue of internal displacement lies at the intersection of various legal and policy 
fields, including international human rights law, international environmental law, international disaster relief law, 
disaster risk reduction, and sustainable development. It requires concerted action across these fields.15 

The International Legal Framework

While the Guiding Principles of 1998 are not legally binding, they are recognized by the international community 
as an “important international framework for the protection of IDPs.”16 The Guiding Principles have also provided a 
basis for the creation of frameworks and operational guidelines at the international, regional, and national levels.17 
They explicitly include “natural or human-made disasters” as a cause of displacement in the definition of “internally 
displaced person.” This context was further addressed in normative frameworks, including the Guidelines on the 
Protection of Persons in Situations of Natural Disasters, which apply a human rights approach and are relevant to 
climate change and climate-related disasters.18

Under international environmental law, states have made commitments on climate change mitigation and adaptation 
that are essential for preventing and addressing displacement. Key instruments include the 1992 UNFCCC and 
subsequent agreements negotiated under its umbrella. In the 2010 Cancun Adaptation Framework, the Conference 
of the Parties (COP) to the UNFCCC recognized the need for measures regarding climate-induced displacement, 
migration, and planned relocation as part of action on adaptation and called on states to enhance climate change-
related disaster risk reduction strategies.19 

More recently, the UNFCCC’s Global Stocktake — a comprehensive assessment of the world’s progress on climate 
action and an updated road map to enhance ambition to meet the goals of the 2015 Paris Agreement — for COP28 
made clear references to displacement.20 It recognized the particular vulnerability of displaced groups, acknowledged 
existing efforts to respond to displacement, and called for governments and relevant institutions to make progress on 
their policies. COP28 also operationalized a “loss and damage” fund, to which countries immediately pledged more 
than $700 million, and included displacement and displaced people in its scope.21 This will allow the fund to support 
vulnerable developing countries to implement measures and policies related to displacement.22 

The Paris Agreement contains explicit references to human rights. The Executive Committee of the Warsaw 
International Mechanism for Loss and Damage associated with climate change impacts was mandated to establish 
a task force on displacement related to the adverse impacts of climate change.23 On the basis of its work, COP 
welcomed a series of policy recommendations and strategies that reflect integrated approaches to climate-related 
displacement in the broader context of human mobility.24 

The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–30 (SFDRR) also recognizes the importance of addressing 
displacement caused by disasters and climate change; it provides opportunities to reduce risk and address 
displacement through disaster risk reduction policies and practices.25 Additionally, the UN’s 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development recognizes that climate change undermines sustainable development, with Goal 13 of this 
agenda dedicated specifically to climate action.

Regional Legal Frameworks

The 2009 Kampala Convention (formally known as the African Union Convention for the Protection and Assistance 
of Internally Displaced Persons in Africa) sets out clear responsibilities for countries in the assistance and protection 
of IDPs in Africa, regardless of the cause of their displacement.26 Given its comprehensive nature, the Kampala 
Convention presents a significant opportunity for addressing disaster and climate-induced displacement in the 
continent.27 As outlined in Article 2(a), the convention also aims to address the root causes of internal displacement 
by working to prevent, mitigate, and eliminate these causes.

The convention is widely regarded as a major advancement toward building a legally binding regulatory framework 
for the protection of IDPs. This is partly due to the role it attributes to all stakeholders, including states, as well as 
other groups and entities involved in or affected by internal displacement, such as humanitarian organizations and 
other nonstate actors.28 
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In the MENA region, there is no specific regional framework or mechanism to address internal displacement, although 
some initiatives have taken place in recent years. These include Resolution No. 8244 of March 2018, which was 
adopted by the Arab Ministers of Foreign Affairs Council to support internally displaced people in Arab countries and 
in Iraq in particular.29 

In September 2018, an additional clause was added to task the Arab Ministers of Social Affairs Council and the Arab 
Ministers of Health Council with designing an Arab project that would focus on providing humanitarian support for 
IDPs through self-reliance. The following year, another resolution tasked the General Secretariat of the League of Arab 
States (LAS) with forming a joint committee, composed of experts and representatives from the ministries of Interior and 
Justice, to study an Iraqi proposal to develop an Arab convention on assisting and protecting IDPs in the Arab region. 

In December 2021, the Council of Arab Ministers of Justice of LAS adopted a resolution to assign Iraq, based on its 
proposal, to prepare the draft “Arab Model Guiding Law on Protection and Assistance of IDPs in the Arab Countries.”30 
In addition to these initiatives, the LAS adopted an updated version of the Arab Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction 
2030 in April 2018 to accelerate the implementation of the Sendai framework in the Arab Region. 

National Legal Frameworks

The first Global Report on Law and Policy on Internal Displacement, published by the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the Global Protection Cluster (GPC) in December 2022, focuses on internal 
displacement in the context of disasters and climate change.31 According to the interactive dashboard developed 
by UNHCR, as of February 2024, Africa and the Middle East have created 46 and 21 IDP-specific instruments, 
respectively, that address both conflict- and disaster-related displacement.32 These have stemmed from legal 
obligations in Africa to incorporate the provisions of the Great Lakes Protocol and the Kampala Convention into 
domestic law.33 

Iraq and Yemen, for instance, have adopted comprehensive frameworks specifically dedicated to the protection and 
assistance of IDPs. Yemen adopted the National Policy for Addressing Internal Displacement to demonstrate the 
country’s commitment to assist IDPs, find durable solutions for them, and prioritize such efforts.34 This is particularly 
relevant in light of the large-scale internal displacement in the country triggered by the ongoing civil war. As of 2023, 
more than 2.7 million individuals identify as IDPs in Yemen.35 

In addition, approximately 6 million IDPs were identified in Iraq between 2014 and 2017. By 2023, this number 
had diminished, but 1.14 million remain internally displaced. This figure includes 135,498 individuals who remain 
displaced because of climate-related factors across most of the country. These include water scarcity, droughts, 
and sandstorms, which have affected central and southern Iraq in particular.36 In Iraq, the main legal instruments for 
addressing internal displacement are the 2021National Plan for Getting the Displaced Back to their Liberated Areas, 
the 2018 Principled Returns Framework, and the 2008 National Policy on Displacement.37 

How Climate-Induced Displacement Impacts the Human Rights of the 
Internally Displaced

Climate-induced displacement has significant consequences for the protection of IDPs human rights. Approximately 
80% of IDPs reside in fragile environments, with displacement both a cause and result of fragility.38 In several states 
in the MENA region, protracted armed conflict has displaced millions over the years. As a result, some of the highest 
numbers of IDPs worldwide are found in this region. In Syria, more than one-third of the country’s total population was 
internally displaced as of December 2023.39 

Climate-induced displacement disproportionately affects children, adolescents, and older adults and intersects with 
factors like gender, age, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, cultural background, and disability. This differential impact 
exacerbates existing inequalities and vulnerabilities, with over 30.5 million displaced children and youths and an 
estimated 2.6 million displaced older adults.40
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Children and Youth

Internally displaced children face persistent challenges in accessing basic services, which hinder their rights to 
education, health, protection, and nondiscrimination.41 When they are forced to migrate, children are removed from 
stable homes and supportive communities, leaving them vulnerable to various forms of harm and danger, such as 
family separation, child labor, child marriage, violence, exploitation, abuse, and trafficking.42 Furthermore, children 
and adolescents are disproportionately affected by the severe consequences of climate change resulting from 
past generations’ greenhouse gas emissions. Their limited resources and young age hinder their ability to adapt 
to the changing climate.43 This is a concern, considering that the countries most affected by climate change have 
predominantly young populations.44 Children who remain in affected areas are exposed to evolving environmental 
impacts and face the risk of disasters, potentially leading to continued impoverishment and eventual displacement.45

Women and Girls

Climate-induced displacement also has distinctly gendered impacts. Primarily due to entrenched discrimination, 
women and girls experience displacement differently from men and boys. The gender-differentiated effects of climate 
change manifest in various areas, including health, food security, livelihoods, and human mobility.46 Intersectional 
discrimination further exposes women and girls to increased vulnerability to climate change. Roles they may 
traditionally assume, such as gathering food and water, are directly affected by slow-onset climate processes.47 
Women might have limited access to land, property ownership, and livelihoods, which increases their dependence 
on other family members and exacerbates their vulnerability to slow-onset events, constituting barriers to achieving 
durable solutions.48 

While men and boys are more likely to migrate in the early stages of a crisis, women and girls often stay behind, living 
in increasingly hazardous environments. As in other situations of internal displacement, women and girls displaced 
due to climate change impacts often have fewer livelihood opportunities and limited access to health care. Further, 
they are exposed to a higher risk of sexual and gender-based violence, forced labor, exploitation, abuse, and human 
trafficking.49 In some societies, women and girls unaccompanied by a male family member may face discrimination 
and barriers to accessing basic services and obtaining civil documentation.50 They may be subjected to child or forced 
marriage, and girls may drop out of school. For a rights-based, gender-responsive approach to climate action, it is 
crucial that policymakers facilitate meaningful, informed, and active participation by a diverse group of women and 
girls in decision-making processes.51

Older Adults and People With Disabilities

Older adults and people with disabilities may face difficulties fleeing from areas affected by sudden-onset climate 
events.52 When families flee disaster zones, they may leave behind vulnerable family members who would have 
difficulty traveling. These vulnerable individuals are then exposed to ongoing hazards.53 

These groups have specific protection needs, especially with regard to accessing health care. They often encounter 
multiple forms of discrimination and obstacles in accessing basic services and essential information and participating 
in decision-making processes. People who are older or have disabilities experience heightened risks of neglect, 
violence, exploitation, and abuse.54 They may even lose access to natural resources they used to control and means of 
production, affecting their livelihoods and their status within their households and communities.55 

Durable Solutions to Climate-Induced Displacement 

In the case of internal displacement, three solutions are typically recognized: returning to the place of origin, local 
integration, or resettlement in another part of the country.56 However, climate-induced displacement requires more 
complex and flexible approaches. A combination of solutions, including seasonal or temporary movements to 
the community of origin, may be necessary.57 Different family members may utilize different solutions, with some 
permanently or seasonally returning while others work elsewhere or do not return.

With this in mind, durable solutions for climate-displaced individuals should be integrated into national development 
plans and backed by financial and technical support from local governments and the international community. 
Flexibility is crucial, considering that some slow-onset disasters may prevent a safe return. As such, it is essential to 
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explore preventative, diverse solutions and integrate them into national planning processes. In extreme cases where 
living conditions become untenable, as is the case for many low-lying island states, durable solutions may involve 
regional and international cooperation, leading to new options like cross-border migration.58

Policy Recommendations

Despite emerging recommendations on how to manage climate-induced displacement, there are few comprehensive 
international frameworks or national policies that address the issue.59 Bridging the policy gap requires establishing 
comprehensive, continental policies, coordinated frameworks, and strategic action plans. However, adopting new laws 
and policies is only the first step. Success will also require the political will to implement those frameworks effectively. 

To that end, this brief proposes the following recommendations for protecting human rights in the context of climate-
induced displacement:

•	 Adopt a regional framework tailored to the needs of the MENA region and drawn from existing international 
agreements, such as the UNFCCC, the Guiding Principles, and the Kampala Convention. The development of a 
regional framework will strengthen the quality of institutional engagement, build internal capacities, and promote 
more systematic, cross-regional action.

•	 Adopt a rights-based and gender-sensitive approach to ensure that responses to climate-induced displacement 
are sustainable and include measures for the specific protection of vulnerable displaced groups, such as children 
and women separated by disasters.60 

•	 Apply a climate justice perspective to focus on fairness and equity in resolving the obstacles faced by IDPs.

•	 Clearly address the roles and responsibilities involved in an effective and coordinated response to displacement. 
This includes designating specific officials and ensuring they have adequate legal and administrative authority and 
institutional capacity.

•	 Review national and local disaster risk reduction laws, policies, strategies, and plans to ensure the various 
instruments and approaches align with national, regional, or international legal frameworks that address climate-
induced displacement.

•	 Focus on adaptation measures that increase resilience in place and reduce displacement risk — unless the 
community identifies migration as an opportunity.

•	 Law and policymaking processes should be participatory and inclusive of all relevant stakeholders across sectors. 
This in turn can promote buy-in, long-term engagement, and effective coordination in implementation.

•	 Consolidate databases to bridge existing data deficiencies and provide gender-disaggregated data, which is 
essential for informed policy implementation.
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