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INTRODUCTORY LETTER FROM THE CHAIRS 
 

Dear delegates,  

We are happy to have you on board with us in the UNEP committee for this edition of 

HAMMUN. Let us say a few words about ourselves in order for you to get to know us a little 

before the start of the conference. 

Leonard is 25 years old, German and has been doing MUNs since April 2014 and over the 

past years. MUNs have been the possibility for him to meet interesting people from all over the 

world and what makes our modern, multipolar world go round. In his free time, he enjoys 

traveling and reading a good book. 

Natalie is 20 years old, Swiss and is currently doing the second year of her bachelor at the 

University of Geneva, in International Relations. She started doing MUNs in high school and 

has been hooked ever since. She has attended a dozen conferences as a delegate all over 

Europe, and is involved in her local MUN association, starting off as a participant in their 

delegate training and now as the PR director. This will be her first-time chairing. 

Finally, Marion is 21 years old, French and is currently completing her postgraduate in Political 

sciences, majoring in discrimination and gender studies. She started participating to MUNs in 

2015, and has since then participated in a few conferences in France and the UK as a delegate. 

She loves traveling, discover new cultures and going to the movies. HamMUN will be her 

second time chairing and her first time chairing an international conference.  

All three of us are very eager to make the conference the best experience possible for 

everyone involved. We hope to contribute to make memorable committee sessions for all of 

you and we are looking forward to fruitful debates, creative solutions and, all in all, an amazing 

conference. We will be here to answer any questions you might have prior and during the 

conference.  

We are sincerely looking forward to meeting all of you, good luck with your researches,  

Leonard, Marion & Natalie 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE UNEP 
 

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) was founded in 1972 and is headquartered 

in Nairobi, Kenya. Currently it is led by Executive Director Erik Solheim.1  The UNEP is 

responsible for the environmental topics within the United Nations system and its director 

chairs the Environmental Management Group (EMG), an UN-wide coordination body 

responsible for topics relating to environment and human settlements. UNEPs mandate is to 

establish international standards for environmental policy and provide direction to international 

initiatives based on scientific knowledge. Throughout its existence the UNEP has spearheaded 

several important International Environmental Agreements such as the 1987 Montreal Protocol 

for limiting the emissions responsible for the ozone layer depletion, and the 2013 Minamata 

Treaty which aims to limit human emissions of toxic mercury.2 

The activities of UNEP can be summarized as follows: 

- Monitoring and assessing global, regional and national trends related to the 

environment; 

- Developing national and international tools to address environmental problems; 

- Assisting national institutions that support environmental management; 

- Facilitating the transfer of science and technology related to the environment in the 

context of sustainable development; 

- Encouraging partnerships and new initiatives in the public, non-governmental and 

private sectors with the aim of bringing the most pressing environmental issues to 

the attention of authorities. 

The UNEP clusters its mandate into seven policy areas, which are:3 

- Climate change 

- Disasters and conflicts 

- Ecosystem management 

- Environmental governance 

- Chemicals and waste 

- Resource efficiency 

- Environment under review. 

 

  

                                                      

1 UN, “UN Documentation: Environnement,” Dag Hammarskjörd Library, accessed August 19, 2018, 

https://research.un.org/en/docs/environment 
2 Allister Doyle, “Reformed U.N. formula for making planet greener to get first test,” February 17, 2013, accessed August 19, 
2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-test-idUSBRE91G03Q20130217 
3 UNEP, “Why does UN Environment matter?,” UNEP, accessed August 19, 2018, https://www.unenvironment.org/about-un-
environment/why-does-un-environment-matter 
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1 - ENVIRONMENTALLY DISPLACED PERSONS 

 

1.1 - INTRODUCTION TO THE TOPIC 

 
Climate change is changing our world as we know it. But one effect of Climate Change that is 

often overlooked is the amount of people that will be forced to leave their homes due to 

desertification, droughts, rising sea levels and so on. Their overall number could reach up to 

200 million. by the mid of the century4  and until the end of the century that number is expected 

to increase even further. These people are called Environmentally Displaced People (EDPs). 

The sheer number of expected EDPs has led to some apocalyptic assertions – such as that 

this is going to be ‘the world’s biggest refugee crisis’.5 When one looks at the numbers, 

however, a certain urgency can surely be understood: Up to 150 mil. living in coastal areas are 

in risk of flogging and another 250 million people might face water scarcity. Even today the 

UNCHR acknowledges that about 24 million people had to leave their home, because of 

environmental changes.6 

 

Figure 1 – Map showing the disaster induced displacement worldwide in 2013. Source: Internal Displacement Monitoring 
Centre. 

                                                      

4 UNEP, “Environmental Displacement: Human mobility in the Anthropocene” (2016) 
5 Matthew Taylor, “Climate change 'will create world's biggest refugee crisis',” The Guardian, November 2, 2017, accessed 
August 19, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/nov/02/climate-change-will-create-worlds-biggest-refugee-
crisis 
6 Fabrice Reanud et al., “Environmental Degradation and Migration,” Berlin Institut für Bevölkerung und Entwicklung, 2008 
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Yet, to this day, the majority of publication with regards to this topic is academic and the UN, 

as well as other international organisations, have not undertaken significant mitigation efforts. 

 

1.2 - HISTORY OF EDPS 
 

Since early human history, people have displaced themselves due to environmental factors. 

The spread of human civilization from tropic to temperate climates itself has its roots in 

environmental factors such as prevalent diseases in different climate zones and agricultural 

possibilities.7 Furthermore, the routes chosen by nomadic groups have been determined by 

environmental preconditions.8 Historically, many mass migrations have had environmental 

factors behind them, such as the Dust Bowl migration in the 1930s in the United States.9 While 

periodic environmental disasters were common place before, they often did not cause 

migration in the way that we know it today. Most often, only few people migrated, while the rest 

rebuilt their lives in the affected area. Especially in the case of floods and volcanic activities, 

periodic disasters renewed the soil and were vital to agriculture. 

However, the issue of environmentally displaced persons has only risen to public attention in 

recent years. This is mainly due to two major disasters: The Sumatran tsunami in 2004, and 

the hurricane Katrina in 2005. The 2004 Tsunami resulted in a mass displacement of over two 

million people and prompted the intervention of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, 

despite its mandate not including a response to natural disasters. Hurricane Katrina caused 

the permanent relocation of a third of the displaced persons affected by the destruction of the 

US Gulf Coast.10 

 

1.3 - DEFINITION AND TERMINOLOGY 
 

The first to actually consider environmental changes or catastrophes as a reason for 

displacement was Essam El-Hinnawi, who, while researching for the UNEP, proposed the 

following definition: 

“those people who have been forced to leave their traditional habitat, temporarily or 

permanently, because of a marked environmental disruption (natural and/or triggered 

by people) that jeopardized their existence and/or seriously affected the quality of their 

life. By ‘environmental disruption’ in this definition is meant any physical, chemical, 

and/or biological changes in the ecosystem (or resource base) that render it, 

temporarily or permanently, unsuitable to support human life.”11 

Hinnawi did not distinguish between environmental migrant and environmental refugees. This 

distinction is however extremely important. Migration implies voluntarily relocation, while 

                                                      

7 Willaim H. McNeill, “Human Migration in Historical Perspective,” Population and Development Review 10, no. 1 (1984) 
88 Ildikó Ecesdi, “Nomads in History and Historical Research,” Acta Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 35, 2/3 
(1981) 
9 Lars Lindberg Christensen, 10 years that changed our vision: Europe & Hubble, ESA BR 157 (Noordwijk: ESA Publications, 
2000) 
10 François Gemenne, ed., An Introduction to International Migration Studies: European Perspectives: Environmental Migration 
(Amsterdam University Press, 2012); Gemenne, François Jan Rath and Marco Matinello 
11 Essam E. Hinnawi, Environmental refugees (Nairobi: UNEP, 1985) 
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refugees are forced to leave their homes. 12  It is rather common to use the terms 

‘Environmentally Displaced People’, ‘Environmental/Climate Refugee’ and 

‘Environmental/Climate Migrant’ interchangeably, even though the term ‘refugee’ carries a 

distinct politically and legal weight. For this reason, we will stick to the non-controversial term 

‘Environmentally Displaced People (EDP)’ or ‘Environmental migrant’.13 

Hinnawi’s reasons for environmental migration are however quite useful: 

1. Temporary dislocation due to disasters 

2. Permanent displacement due to drastic environmental changes 

3. Migration due to the gradual deterioration of environmental conditions 

1.3.1 - TEMPORARY DISLOCATION DUE TO DISASTERS 
Unforeseen changes in the environment can lead to immediate displacement of a population. 

These can have either natural or anthropogenic origins, although the line between them can 

be blurry.14 Natural disasters are unique, because they are not of human origin, although 

climate change is projected to increase their frequency.15 They include hurricanes, volcanic 

eruptions floods, tornadoes, earthquakes among others. Anthropogenic disasters are, by 

contrast, entirely of human origin. They include the likes of nuclear fallout from failing power 

plants, e.g. the evacuation of 140.000 people in Pennsylvania after an NPP released a nuclear 

cloud, and floods caused by breaking dams, among others.16 

1.3.2 - PERMANENT DISPLACEMENT DUE TO DRASTIC ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGES 
Permanent displacement happens, if the people are driven from their land indefinitely. The 

main reason for this is associated with economic development. The Three Gorges Dam in 

China has for example already led to the displacement of more than 1 million people. Also 

affected by this are indigenous people, when their land is used for economic exploitation.17 A 

third, often cited, reason are nuclear catastrophes, such as Chernobyl or Fukushima, which 

make areas inhabitable for hundreds of thousands of years due to the half-life of radioactive 

materials, such as uranium. 

1.3.2 - MIGRATION DUE TO THE GRADUAL DETERIORATION OF ENVIRONMENTAL CONDITIONS 
Last, but not least is third type of environmental migration, which stems from the anthropogenic 

alteration of environmental circumstances. The effects here are not felt immediately, and 

sometimes the causes can even be deliberate. It is usually the poor and most vulnerable that 

are most affected by these types of environmental changes. In contrast to disaster migration 

these people often have some time and room to decide, when they are going to migrate18. 

Examples for these kinds of migration are desertification processes in, e.g., sub-Sahara Africa 

or small island states gradually being submerged by the ocean. 

                                                      

12 Diane C. Bates, “Environmental Refugees? Classifying Human Migrations Caused by Environmental Change,” Population and 
Environment 23, no. 5 (2002), https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1015186001919 
13 Shwtea Jayawardhan, “Vulnerability and Climate Change Induced Human Displacement,” Consilience 17 (2017) 
14 Bates, “Environmental Refugees? Classifying Human Migrations Caused by Environmental Change” 
15 K. C. Seto et al., “Human Settlements, Infrastructure, and Spatial Planning,” Climate Change 2014: Mitigation of Climate 
Change. Contribution of Working Group III to the Fifth Assessment Report, 2014 
16 Bates, “Environmental Refugees? Classifying Human Migrations Caused by Environmental Change” 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
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1.2 - LEGAL STATUS OF EDPS 

 

1.2.1 - 1951 CONVENTION RELATING TO THE STATUS OF REFUGEES 
While there have been other conventions before that concerned themselves with the status of 

refugees, such as the 1933 and the 1938 Convention relating to the International Status of 

refugees, as well as the Arrangements of 1926 and of 1928, their reach was limited, and the 

definition used mainly relied on national law or were otherwise inadequate.19 

The 1951 Convention relating to the status of refugees is the first international convention that 

used a single definition of the term “refugee” in Article 1, stating the following: 

“For the purposes of the present Convention, the term “refugee” shall apply to any 

person who […] owning to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 

religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is 

outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owning to such fear, is unwilling 

to avail himself to the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and 

being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is 

unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it. […]”20  

The Convention relating to the status of refugees has been written in July 1951, and went into 

force in 1954. It builds upon the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, in especially article 

14, that states: 

“Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from 

persecution.”21  

Written in the context of the aftermath of World War II, the definition was originally only 

applicable to refugees in Europe, states were however able to make commentary to apply it 

as well to refugees from outside the continent. 22 With the 1967 Protocol, the definition of 

refugees was expanded to include refugees outside of the previous scope of location. 

Currently, the Convention is ratified by 145 States, while the Protocol is ratified by 146 States. 

It should also be noted that the Convention, while considered legally binding, does not 

establish any bodies to enforce the text. In case of noncompliance, Article 15 of the Convention 

specifies that a State can seize the International Court of Justice, there is however no 

precedent of any state doing so. For individuals, it would be possible to submit a complaint to 

the UN Human Rights Committee or ECOSOC. This also does not have a precedent regarding 

the violation of the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees. 23 

                                                      

19 “Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees,” in Handbook and Guidelines on procedures and criteria for determining 
Refugee Status PROCEDURES AND CRITERIA FOR DETERMINING REFUGEE STATUS, vol.  189, ed. UNHCR 
(Geneva2011), accessed August 21, 2018, http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10, 189 
20 Division of international Protection of the Protection of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, ed., Commentary 
on the refugee convention 1951: Articles 2-11, 13-37 (1997) 
21 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, UN (10.12.1948), accessed August 21, 2018, http://www.un.org/en/universal-
declaration-human-rights/ 
22 “Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees,” in Handbook and Guidelines on procedures and criteria for determining 
Refugee Status PROCEDURES AND CRITERIA FOR DETERMINING REFUGEE STATUS, vol.  189, ed. UNHCR 
(Geneva2011), accessed August 21, 2018, http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10, 189 
23 Michael Prieur, “Draft Convention on the International Status of Environmentally-Displaced Persons.” The Urban Lawyer 
42/43, 4/1 (2013) 
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Due to its historical context, the Convention does not include environmental factors in its 

definition of refugee. 24  Furthermore, environmental migration is mostly internal and not 

international. The displacement of people within a country is also not covered by the 1951 

Convention, also for historical reasons.25 The Handbook and Guidelines on Procedures and 

Criteria for Determining Refugee Status, issued by the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, 

states that victims of famine or natural disasters are ruled out by the definition found in article 

1 of the Convention. However, these motives might be relevant for the process of determining 

refugee status for proper understanding of the applicant’s case.26 The Convention also did not 

foresee the development of migration as the movement of an individuals, to the migration of 

whole families and groups, which is also more common for environmentally displaced 

persons.27 

1.2.2 – APPLICABILITY OF HUMAN RIGHTS CONVENTIONS 
While not being covered by treaty law on migration, basic human rights as protected by the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights still apply 

to environmentally displaced persons. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights specifies in 

article 3 that “everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person”, as well as “everyone 

has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and the well-being of himself and 

of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care […].”28  

The Covenant of Civil and Political Rights, written in 1969 and entered into force in 1979, also 

has multiple relevant articles, such as article 6.1, which states that “Every human being has 

the inherent right to life”, as well as Article 12.1 and 12.2, that state the following:29 

1. “Everyone lawfully within the territory of a State shall, within that territory, have the 

right to liberty of movement and freedom to choose his residence. 

2.  Everyone shall be free to leave any country, including his own.” 30 

Presented to the Commission on Human Rights in 1998, the Guiding Principles on Internal 

Displacement are also relevant for Environmentally Displaced People. Principle 7.2 recognises 

environmental factors as a reason for internal displacement: 

“For the purposes of these Principles, internally displaced persons are persons or 

groups of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or 

places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects 

of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or 

nature or human-made disasters, and who have no crossed an internationally 

recognized State border.”31 

As the Guiding Principles are not legally binding, they do not have the same legal status as 

the Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees. However, the suggestions can be taken 

                                                      

24 Michael Prieur, “Draft Convention on the International Status of Environmentally-Displaced Persons.” The Urban Lawyer 
42/43, 4/1 (2013) 
25 Lena Kreck, “Möglichkeiten und Grenzen des rechtlichen Schutzes für Umweltflüchtlinge,” Kritische Justiz 44, no. 2 (2011) 
26 UNHCR, ed., Handbook and Guidlines on proceduers and criteria for determining Refugee Status PROCEDURES AND 
CRITERIA FOR DETERMINING REFUGEE STATUS (Geneva, 2011) 
27 Kreck, “Möglichkeiten und Grenzen des rechtlichen Schutzes für Umweltflüchtlinge” 
28 Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
29 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, UN, 999 United Nations Treaty Series 171 (16.12.1966) 
30 Ibid. 
31 Commission on Human Rights, “Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement,” (1998) 



 UNITED NATIONS ENVIRONMENTAL PROGRAMME  

 10 

into consideration when elaborating on possibilities of legal protections of internally displaced 

persons that migrated for environmental reasons.32 

1.2.3 - CURRENT LEGAL PROTECTION APPLICABLE TO ENVIRONMENTALLY DISPLACED PERSONS 
The current gap in legal protection of environmentally displaced persons is twofold: first, 

environmental factors are not taken into consideration in previous legal frameworks about 

refugees or displaced persons; second, many environmentally displaced persons are internally 

displaced and therefore also not protected under current international law.33 Up until today, the 

only convention in force that is applicable explicitly during natural disasters, is the 2006 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.34 

To understand the difficulty to find a definition for environmental refugees, which is necessary 

in order to grant internationally recognized legal protection to environmentally displaced 

persons, it is important to understand the different categories of environmentally displaced 

persons. 

Essam El-Hinnawi, a researcher for the United Nations Environmental Programme, defined in 

1985 three categories of environmentally displaced persons: First, persons temporarily 

displaced due to disaster, whether natural or anthropogenic (man-made), second, those 

permanently displaced due to drastic environmental changes, such as the construction of 

dams; and third, those who migrate based on the gradual deterioration of environmental 

conditions. 35  Environmentally displaced persons of the third category normally act in 

anticipation 36   and are often difficult to distinguish from migrants driven by economic 

problems.37  

Despite the urgency of the situation, the UN International Law Commission in Geneva decided 

only in 2007 to include the “protection of persons in case of disasters” into its work program.38 

The Council of Europe has also adopted a recommendation in 2009 that includes the 

elaboration of a framework convention relative to the status of environmental migrants.39 From 

the side of the UNEP, the Administrative Council has adopted in the same year its fourth 

program for development and environmental law, also including a study on the feasibility of a 

special legal status for environmentally displaced persons.40The final text of the 2010 United 

Nations Climate Change Conference (COP 16), also known as the Cancun Agreement, 

addresses the migration of persons due to environmental factors with article 14 f: 

“[invites all Parties to enhance action on adaption under the Cancun Adaption 

Framework […] by undertaking, inter alia, the following] measures to enhance 

understanding, coordination and cooperation with regard to climate change induced 

displacement, migration and planned relocation, where appropriate, at the national, 

regional and international levels;”41  

                                                      

32 Michael Prieur, “Draft Convention on the International Status of Environmentally-Displaced Persons.” The Urban Lawyer 
42/43, 4/1 (2013) 
33 Ibid. 
34 Prieur, “Draft Convention on the International Status of Environmentally-Displaced Persons.” 
35 Hinnawi, Environmental refugees 
36 Bates, “Environmental Refugees? Classifying Human Migrations Caused by Environmental Change” 
37 Norman Myers, “Environmental Refugees in a Globally Warmed World,” BioScience 43, no. 11 (1993) 
38 Michael Prieur, “Draft Convention on the International Status of Environmentally-Displaced Persons.” The Urban Lawyer 
42/43, 4/1 (2013) 
39 Ibid. 
40 Prieur, “Draft Convention on the International Status of Environmentally-Displaced Persons.” 
41 UNFCCC, “Outcome of the work of the ad hoc working group on long-term cooperative action under the convention,” news 
release, March 25, 2011, accessed August 25, 2018, https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2010/cop16/eng/07a01.pdf 
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The subsequent conferences, most notably 2015 Paris Agreement, take up the 

abovementioned article and develop it further. While there is still no internationally recognized 

definition for environmentally displaced persons, the reality of environmentally caused 

displacement has been addressed on an international level. 42  Starting in 2008, the 

International Centre for Comparative Environmental Law, a UN accredited NGO, has worked 

on a Draft Convention on the International Status on Environmentally Displaced Persons. In 

the 2013 version, the Draft Convention defines Environmentally Displaced Persons as the 

following: 

"Individuals, families, groups and populations confronted with a sudden or gradual 

environmental disaster that inexorably impacts their living conditions, resulting in their 

forced displacement, at the outset or throughout, from their habitual residence."43  

Many of the rights and duties mentioned in the Draft Convention can also be found in the 1951 

Convention, as well as the principles outlined in previous relevant texts, such as the 1992 Rio 

Declaration and the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.44 

Another important actor when it comes to the development of an international legal framework 

concerning the status of environmentally displaced persons is the Nansen Initiative.45 Based 

on a pledge to the UNHCR Ministerial Conference in December 2011 by Norway and 

Switzerland, the Nansen Initiative “addresses the need for a more coherent approach to the 

protection of people displaced across borders in the context of disasters and the effects of 

climate change.46 

 

1.3 - INTERNATIONAL ACTION & INITIATIVES 
 

The landmark agreement when it comes to tackling Climate Change is undoubtedly the Paris 

Climate Accord, signed at the COP21 in 2015. When it comes to taking care of EDPs, or 

preventing them altogether, the Paris Agreement has been accused of falling short of its 

obligations.47 

1. The parties of the Paris Agreement did however agree upon three pillars for EDPs: 

2. The right to receive preventative assistance to avoid being displaced;  

3. The right to get support if they’re forced to flee; 

4. The right to build, live, work and integrate in new communities if they cannot return 

to their homes 

In the preamble of the Paris Agreement it says that a task force to ‘develop recommendations 

for integrated approaches to avert, minimise and address displacement related to the adverse 

impacts of climate change’ shall be established. Furthermore, of the 185 nationally determined 

contributions (NDCs), only 20% mention EDPs.48 

                                                      

42 Michael Prieur, “Draft Convention on the International Status of Environmentally-Displaced Persons.” The Urban Lawyer 
42/43, 4/1 (2013) 
43 Prieur, “Draft Convention on the International Status of Environmentally-Displaced Persons.” 
44 Ibid. 
45 The Nansen Initative, “About Us,” https://www.nanseninitiative.org/secretariat/ 
46 Ibid. 
47 Kristin Lambert, “The Paris Agreement: Spotlight on Climate Migrants,” Yale School of Environmental and Forestry studies, 
accessed August 19, 2018, https://environment.yale.edu/blog/2015/12/the-paris-agreement-spotlight-on-climate-migrants/ 
48 Lambert, “The Paris Agreement: Spotlight on Climate Migrants” 
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Most active has been the International Migration Organization (IOM). In 2006 they held the first 

climate migration conference – at a time when migration was largely absent from the public 

discourse in Climate Change.49 The IOM’s position is that the issue of EDPs can only be 

tackled as an integrated effort on both a national and international level. For that reason, the 

IOM regularly organizes high-level panels to discuss possible solutions.50 

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is already directly engaged in providing 

disaster relief and cooperates with the UNFCCC in that regard. Apart from instant disaster 

relief the UNHCR is a member of the Warsaw International Mechanism (WIM) for Loss and 

Damage Task Force, mentioned above, whose mandate it is to develop mechanisms to avert, 

minimize and address displacement.51 

The UNEP has also been active in that regard. As stated above, the first time the term 

‘Environmental Refugee’ was used was by an UNEP Scholar.52 Since then UNEP´s role has 

been mostly that of providing an accurate database for policy decisions and funding research. 

In that regard it is in active coordination with the UNFCCC, not limited to, efforts to mitigate 

Climate Change Migration. It furthermore coordinates with the UNHCR and the IOM in that 

area.53 

 

1.4 - GLOBAL OVERVIEW & AFFECTED REGIONS 
 

As already stated: The migratory pressure will be highest on the developing world.54 Some 

estimates suggest as much as up to 200 million people could be displaced until 2050 due to 

Climate Change.55 Unless drastic climate action is taken, in three regions alone – Sub-Sahara 

Africa, Latin America and South Asia – one could be face tens of millions of internal climate 

migrants. These are people forced to move from increasingly non-viable areas of their 

countries due to growing problems like water scarcity, crop failure, sea-level rise and storm 

surges. 56  Especially the projected internal migration could lead to further urbanization in 

developing countries, which could make slum areas grow even further, increasing the strain 

on the local environment. 

                                                      

49 Dina Ionescu, “Climate Migration: From the Paris Agreement to the Global Compact for Migration,” accessed August 19, 2018, 
https://weblog.iom.int/climate-migration-paris-agreement-global-compact-migration 
50 Ibid 
51 UNHCR, “UNHCR Engagement in the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC),” news release, 
2017, accessed August 19, 2018, http://www.unhcr.org/protection/environment/5a215eb67/2017-unhcr-engagement-united-
nations-framework-convention-climate-change.html 
52 Hinnawi, Environmental refugees 
53 UNEP, “Environmental Displacement: Human mobility in the Anthropocene” 
54 Jayawardhan, “Vulnerability and Climate Change Induced Human Displacement” 
55 UNEP, “Environmental Displacement: Human mobility in the Anthropocene” 
56 Kanta K. Rigaud et al., “Groundswell: Preparing for Internal Climate Migration” (World Bank Group, Washington, D.C., 2018) 
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Figure 2 – Map showing areas where the populations are particularly vulnerable to higher sea levels and floods. Source: 
International Assessment of Agricultural Science and technology for development, 2008 

1.4.1 - LATIN AMERICA & THE CARIBBEAN 

The main driver for climate variability is the El Niño Southern Oscillation (ENSO), which brings 

dry conditions in the southern part of the region and wet conditions in the northern part; La 

Niña has the opposite pattern.57 Generally, it is expected the precipitation will decrease and El 

Niño will get more extreme in its variation. Overall this could lead up to 15 million being 

displaced region wide. In the Andean regions melting glaciers will lead to increased number of 

floods and costal metropolitan areas, such as Lima, Buenos Aires, Rio de Janeiro or São 

Paulo, are affected by sea-level rise. In the Caribbean extreme weather events, namely floods 

and hurricanes, will drive migration.58 

1.4.2 - SUB-SAHARA AFRICA 
Sub-Sahara Africa has one of the biggest population growth-rates worldwide and population 

density is projected to sharply increase. The increased density is expected to increase 

pressure on local environment. The greatest challenge for this area is going to be 

desertification and water scarcity. Up to 86 million people might be in danger of displacement.59 

1.4.3 - SOUTH & SOUTH-EAST ASIA  

In Southern Asia the predominant feature of the climate system summer monsoon. Mean 

precipitation is projected to increase, with extreme rainfall becoming more frequent. Flooding’s 

will happen more often and, even more important, dependency on rainfed agriculture makes 

the South Asian population extremely vulnerable to climate variability and change and increase 

                                                      

57 Rigaud et al., “Groundswell: Preparing for Internal Climate Migration” 
58 Raoul Kaenzig and Etienne Piguet, “Migration and Climate Change in Latin America and the Caribbean,” in People on the 
Move in a Changing Climate, vol.  2, ed. Etienne Piguet and Frank Laczko, Global Migration Issues (Dordrecht: Springer 
Netherlands, 2014), 2 
59 Rigaud et al., “Groundswell: Preparing for Internal Climate Migration” 
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food insecurity. Up to 40 million people could be forced to migrate in India, Pakistan and 

Bangladesh alone.60 In China nearly 73 million people could be affected by sea-level rise.61 

1.4.4 - PACIFIC ISLAND NATIONS 
Inhabitants of small island nations in the pacific are among the most heavily impacted 

populations. Up to 3 million people could be at risk of losing their homes.62 The government of 

Kiribati made headlines in 2014, when it bought land on the Fiji Islands to provide an option 

for its citizens to migrate63 and the first person ever who applied for asylum, citing climate 

change as a reason, was also a native Kiribatian.64 Generally, these nations face the problem 

of lying just barely above sea level making them vulnerable to sea-level rise. 

1.4.5 - MIDDLE EAST & NORTH AFRICA 
The Middle East & North Africa (MENA) is already one of the driest regions on earth and some 

have even gone as far as linking the Syrian Civil War a drought in 2006 – which would make 

the subsequent refugee crisis, at least in part, an issue of climate migration. Although this claim 

has been debunked,65 it shows how far reaching the consequences of these issues can be. 

The major issue here is going to be desertification, water scarcity, and droughts. In addition to 

a strongly increasing population this could lead to somewhere between 40-50 mil. EDPs until 

2050.66 

1.4.6 - EUROPE 
Europe in contrast will probably not see large scale migration due to Climate Change. While 

the Mediterranean region will struggle with more heat waves, droughts, and water scarcity and 

sea-level rise will also affect European coastal areas (including Hamburg), the effects will be 

relatively minor and the level of wealth will make mitigation easier.67 What Europe will have to 

deal with, will be and increased number of migrants coming from MENA and Africa due to 

Climate Change migration. Their number alone could sum up to 1 mil. per year by 2100.68  

 

1.5 - FURTHER READING 
 

Portal of the International Organisation for Migration on Environmental Migration: 

http://www.environmentalmigration.iom.int/ 

Page of the International Organisation for Migration on the effects of climate change on 

migration: https://www.iom.int/migration-and-climate-change 

                                                      

60 Rigaud et al., “Groundswell: Preparing for Internal Climate Migration” 
61 Norman Myers, “Environmental Refugees: A Growing Phenomenon of the 21st Century,” Philosophical Transactions: 
Biological Sciences, 357, no. 1420 (2002) 
62 Myers, “Environmental Refugees: A Growing Phenomenon of the 21st Century” 
63 Laurence Caramel, “Besieged by the rising tides of climate change, Kiribati buys land in Fiji,” The Guardian, June 1, 2014, 
accessed August 18, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2014/jul/01/kiribati-climate-change-fiji-vanua-levu 
64 Shabnam Dastgheib, “Kiribati climate change refugee told he must leave New Zealand,” The Guardian, May 22, 2015, 
accessed August 18, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/sep/22/kiribati-climate-change-refugee-told-he-
must-leave-new-zealand 
65 Chris Arsenault, “Claims that climate change fueled Syria's civil war questioned in new study,” September 7, 2017, accessed 
August 19, 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-climatechange-syria/claims-that-climate-change-fueled-syrias-civil-
war-questioned-in-new-study-idUSKCN1BI2O3 
66 Quentin Wodon et al., “Climate Change and Migration: Evidence from the Midle East and North Africa” (World Bank Group, 
Washington, D.C., 2014) 
67 Fiona Harvey, “Devastating climate change could lead to 1m migrants a year entering EU by 2100,” The Guardian, December 
21, 2017, accessed August 19, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/dec/21/devastating-climate-change-
could-see-one-million-migrants-a-year-entering-eu-by-2100 
68 Harvey, “Devastating climate change could lead to 1m migrants a year entering EU by 2100” 

http://www.environmentalmigration.iom.int/
https://www.iom.int/migration-and-climate-change
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Article published by the UN Environmental Programme on the plight of environmental migrants 

in light of the International Migrants Day: https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-

stories/story/international-migrants-day-plight-environmental-migrants 

Commentary on Environmentally Displaced Persons in the context of climate change 

published by Project Syndicate, an international media organisation: https://www.project-

syndicate.org/commentary/climate-change-disaster-in-the-making-by-jeffrey-d-sachs-2018-

08 

Article by Michel Prieur, a French Lawyer and president of the NGO CRIDEAU on the legal 

protection of environmentally displaced persons as well as the respective draft convention: 

https://unfccc.int/files/adaptation/groups_committees/loss_and_damage_executive_committe

e/application/pdf/prieur-convention_on_the_international_status_of_environmentally.pdf 

 

1.6 - QUESTIONS A RESOLUTION SHOULD ANSWER 

 
• What should the definition of EDPs be? Should they fall as refugees under the Geneva 

Convention or rather be treated as migrants? 

• What initiatives should be undertaken to prevent the issues that cause environmental 

migration? 

• Which resources need to be utilised to create the appropriate infrastructure in the 

countries expected to be the sources and destinations of EDPs? 

• Should countries that are big polluters be responsible for granting asylum to EDPs? 

 

 

  

https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/story/international-migrants-day-plight-environmental-migrants
https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/story/international-migrants-day-plight-environmental-migrants
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/climate-change-disaster-in-the-making-by-jeffrey-d-sachs-2018-08
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/climate-change-disaster-in-the-making-by-jeffrey-d-sachs-2018-08
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/climate-change-disaster-in-the-making-by-jeffrey-d-sachs-2018-08
https://unfccc.int/files/adaptation/groups_committees/loss_and_damage_executive_committee/application/pdf/prieur-convention_on_the_international_status_of_environmentally.pdf
https://unfccc.int/files/adaptation/groups_committees/loss_and_damage_executive_committee/application/pdf/prieur-convention_on_the_international_status_of_environmentally.pdf
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2 - MITIGATING THE EFFECTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE ON ACCESS TO WATER  

 “The challenge of securing safe and plentiful water for all is one of the most 

daunting challenges faced by the world today. (…) Shortages of water 

contribute to poverty. They cause social hardship and impede 

development. They create tensions in conflict prone regions. Too often, 

where we need water we find guns…" – Ban Ki-Moon, 2008 

2.1 - INTRODUCTION TO THE TOPIC 

 
In the past 50 years, the rate of temperature increase has been approximately three times 

faster than the century-scale trend.69 A large part of this trend can be associated with human 

activities since the late 18th century, when the Industrial Revolution and the burning of non-

renewable energies such as fossil fuels started changing the composition of the atmosphere.70 

Water is a key factor guaranteeing food security, health and energy and industrial production. 

The future of access to water is widely dependent on climate change and the increase in air 

temperature. Studies show that, due to the temperature rise forecasts, should the level of 

precipitation remain the same, large areas will see their safe water supplies decrease71. This 

shortage of water resources will significantly impact agriculture and energy production as the 

demand is likely to increase drastically.72 

The increasing air temperature is bound to increase the water temperature as well. But higher 

water temperatures are likely to increase pollution problems and threaten aquatic life and 

habitat. Climate change has a dramatic impact on precipitations, hence impacting the quality 

of the water available. A change in the occurrence, intensity and duration of the precipitation 

are likely to cause flooding, wildfires and soil erosion.73 

Access to water is a major health issues in many countries, especially in the most under-

developed and sensitive areas of the world. The change in flowing patterns of the water may 

lead to environmental and societal disasters. As large amounts of water are transported during 

a flood, it may convey large volumes of contaminants, overload sewer and wastewater 

systems, resulting in the contamination of waterways by untreated pollutants.74 A study by the 

IPCC shows that by 2025, an estimate of 460 million people, mainly in western African 

countries, could be at risk of water stress.75 

 

2.2 - GENDER-RELATED ISSUES IN ACCESS TO WATER  
 

As most common issues, the impacts of climate change are not gender-neutral and affect 

women to a larger extend. Due to the existing differences and traditional gender roles in the 

                                                      

69 US Environmental Protection Agency (2016) Climate Impacts on Water Resources, 21 December. 
70 Ibid. 
71 UNESCO (2010) ‘Water and Climate Dialogue: Adapting to Climate Change: Why We Need Broader and ‘Out-of-the-Box’ 
Approaches’ 
72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid. 
75 Bates, B.C. et al. (2008) ‘Climate Change and Water. Technical Paper of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’, 
IPCC Secretariat, 210 pp. 



 UNITED NATIONS ENVIRONMENTAL PROGRAMME  

 17 

society, such as division of labour; difference of access to natural resources; different 

knowledge; access to education; and unequal participation to decision and policy-making, 

women are exposed to different risks. In a lot of areas, certain tasks are still traditional falling 

on women, such as water gathering and transportation. Global warming and shortage of water 

supplies available can prove to be an increasingly burdensome task, which limits women’s and 

girls’ time for education and involvement in economic and political activities. Governments 

should, therefore, consider a gender-inclusive approach in the answer that they will provide to 

the current crisis.76 

2.3 - WORLD WATER DISTRIBUTION 

 

 

Figure 3: Summary of the planet’s supply of water availability and use. Source: World Water Distribution, 1996, University 
of Nebraska, Lincoln. 

2.3.1 – AGRICULTURE 
Agriculture is a sector that requires a lot of water as it produces water-dependent products. 

Climate change is currently threatening the agricultural system as we know it, hence putting 

the livelihood of many in jeopardy.77 Even though agriculture contributions to GDP is unequal 

depending on the region, it is estimated that an average of 21% of the GDP is dependent on 

agricultural activities. Large sections of the population will be affected, which will threaten their 

access to food and security. Climate variability and external natural resources lead to poor soil 

fertility and crop diseases (among others), which puts lives at stake. 78  The current 

infrastructures and crop techniques will need to be adapted in order to reduce the negative 

effects that will be experienced as a result of climate change.79 However, in some areas, the 

changes in climate might not be as negative as expected. It may mean a longer growing 

season, such as around the Ethiopian highlands, due to increased temperatures and rainfall 

                                                      

76 UNESCO (2010) ‘Water and Climate Dialogue: Adapting to Climate Change: Why We Need Broader and ‘Out-of-the-Box’ 
Approaches’  
77 Bates, B.C. et al. (2008) ‘Analysis of the regional aspects of climate change and water resources by the Intergovernmental 
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78 US Environmental Protection Agency (2016) Climate Impacts on Water Resources, 21 December. 
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Panel on Climate Change’ IPCC Secretariat, p.70-113. 
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changes; or the possibility of growing more temperate crops, such as apples and pears, in 

places like Mt. Kilimanjaro.80 It is up to the governments to take all of those factors into account 

while finding a global solution.81 

2.3.2 - HEALTH 
Community health is widely dependant on access to safe water, for drinking and sanitation 

purposes. 82  The existing infrastructures are not quite adapted to the challenges that we 

currently face. The changing intensity of tropical storms that the world will be faced with in the 

upcoming years may damage infrastructures, such as flooding or overwhelmed water 

infrastructures that might soil the water resources.83 Studies show, that due to the lack of 

adapted infrastructures, a large share of the population shows very little resilience to water-

related climate change impacts. Groundwater is the main source of drinking water for nearly 

half the world population; its preservation is therefore crucial.84 Extreme rainfalls and floods 

are menacing groundwater resources and should they be contaminated millions of lives would 

be at stake.85 The rising sea levels will most likely lead to the salinization of both ground and 

surface water; thus limiting the availability of safe drinking water.86 The many changes that will 

occur in the composition of aquatic ecosystems are likely to affect nutrition and health risks for 

the communities that follow a lifestyle widely dependant on such ecosystems.87 

New threats, such as opportunistic invaders (cyanobacteria for example), will pose problems 

for water service companies. This phenomenon is also likely to lead to an increase in the 

appearance water-borne diseases. It will, in time create new threats for the population, as we 

witness the occurrence of such disease in areas where eradication campaigns had been 

successful in the past.88 The access to safe drinking water is being rendered more difficult for 

a large share of the population, causing basic human health and hygiene to be put in 

jeopardy. 89  The limited supplies of safe drinking waters-- especially in times of natural 

disasters, such as flooding --may lead to an outbreak of water-borne diseases. These make 

for grim prospects for populations in sensitive areas, especially when added to malnutrition 

caused by the water shortages.90 

2.3.3 - ECONOMY 

As of today, one of the most concerning issues is the increase of the world population, which 

results in a higher demand for water and water-dependent products. For example, the textile 

industries, very deeply-rooted in countries such as China, Bangladesh and India, requires a 

large amount of water to sustain the production. The water scarcity that can be witnessed in 

those countries impacts both the business and the people living in the area where those 

companies operate.91 The production of wastewater by those industries cannot be considered 

a sustainable model. It was estimated that the Chinese textile industry is responsible for almost 

                                                      

80 Ibid. 
81 Ibid. 
82 UN Water (2018a) About UN Water. 
83 Bates, B.C. et al. (2008) ‘Linking climate change and water resources: impacts and responses’ IPCC Secretariat, p. 35-51. 
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20 % of the wastewater generated.92 The action envisaged should focus on water conservation 

or water recycling, to find coping mechanisms to the phenomenon.  

The challenges posed by climate change regarding access to water is not only a societal one, 

but also has major financial impacts. In 2010, the World Bank estimated that adapting to a rise 

of 2°C of the world temperature would cost an approximate $75 to $100 billion; 70 % of which 

is water-related. It is critical to address the issue while we can in order to minimise the 

consequences. Adaptation initiatives may draw their financial resources from a range of public 

funds or agencies created specifically for this purpose, but they cannot be the only actor. A 

large share of the efforts falls on the knees of private companies and farmers themselves.93 

As we witness demographic changes in many regions of the world, more people are exposed 

to the occurrences of floods, cyclones and droughts. These natural disasters cause many 

deaths, have a major financial cost on the governments, and are likely to deepen poverty, 

especially in developing countries. An approach at regional, national and local scales is vital 

to come up with a comprehensive answer. 

 

2.4 - HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
 

A reliable access to clean water has been and still is a prerequisite to human settlement. 

Historically, the lack of such access has been mainly mitigated by migration. Others have 

adapted to the lack of water by developing water-harvesting and conservation techniques and 

by planting drought-resistant crops.94 In areas typically affected by water scarcity, such as the 

Sahel, traditional knowledge was key to survival.95 While the effects of climate change have 

disrupted the previous patterns of water availability, it is still essential to incorporate this region-

specific traditional knowledge into climate change policies. 96  The vulnerability of certain 

regions to droughts is increased by the replacement of traditionally used methods of agriculture 

by modern techniques.97 

2.4.1 - HISTORICAL INTERNATIONAL ACTIONS AND INITIATIVES 

The first UN Conference dedicated to water resources was the 1977 United Nations Water 

Conference in Mar del Plata. Resulting in the Mar del Plata Action Plan,98 the conference 

focused on research and cooperation to asses water resources and to give equal access to 

water. However, the Action Plan was not implemented as intended due to its ambiguity and as 

there was not a single UN body responsible for the implementation.99 

Founded in 1977, as a result of the Mar del Plata Action Plan, the Inter Secretariat Group for 

Water Resources was the first UN body exclusively concerned with the access to water, 

specifically drinking water. In 1992, the group integrated into the Administrative Coordination 
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Committee as a subcommittee on water. In 1993, the UN decided to observe the 22rd of March 

as World Water Day. In 2003, UN Water was founded as an association of all UN entities 

working with water and is still currently active. From 2005 to 2015, UN Water coordinated the 

“Water for Life” International Decade for Action. The association also contributed to the 

Sustainable Development Goals, the Paris Accords as well as other recent milestone 

agreement.100 In 1992, the International Conference on Water and the Environment (ICWE) 

was held for the first time in Dublin. The Conference adopted the four guiding principles, called 

the Dublin Principles, that are still of applied today in the management of water resources:101 

1. Water is a finite and vulnerable resource, essential to sustain life, development 

and the environment. 

2. Water development and management should be based on a participatory 

approach, involving users, planners and policy-makers at all levels, 

3. Women play a central part in the provision, management and safeguarding of 

water, 

4. Water has an economic value in all its competing uses and should be 

recognized as an economic good. 102 

However, principle four is highly contested and has prompted the Committee on Economic 

Social and Cultural Rights103 to adopt the General Comment No. 15 in 2002, which stated that 

water is a human right. The comment was based on the Covenant on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights, specifically on article 11, the right to an adequate standard of living, as well as 

article 12, the right to health.104 The Guiding Principles as well as the final statement of the 

ministers at the ICWE are so called “Integrated Water Resources Management” principles, 

short IWRM. The global Water Partnership (GWP) defines the “IWRM as: 

“a process which promotes the coordinated development and management of water, 

land and related resources, in order to maximize the resultant economic and social 

welfare in an equitable manner without compromising the sustainability of vital 

ecosystems”105 

During the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in Rio later that year, 

water access as well as water scarcity were addressed with article 12 and article 18 of the Rio 

Declaration. Article 12, regarding desertification and drought, calls for: 

“intensive study of the process in its relation to world climate change to improve 

forecasting, study of natural vegetation succession to support large-scale revegetation 

and afforestation, checking and reversal of erosion, and like small-and grand-scale 

measures. […]”106 
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The article resulted in the adoption of the 1994 Convention to Combat Desertification in those 

Countries Experiencing Serious Drought and/or Desertification (UNCCD). Ratified by all UN 

member states, the Convention is near universal and overseen by the Conference of the 

Parties (COP). 

 

2.5 - CURRENT INTERNATIONAL ACTION 

 

“Adaptation of water resources to climate change must be organised at the 

natural level of national or transboundary basin of Rivers, lakes and 

aquifers, where water is flowing from up-stream to down-stream, and 

mobilise all actors in the field, including local authorities, economic sectors 

and civil society to achieve, in concertation and in due time, a common 

vision to face the climate change challenges” – Roberto Ramirez de la 

Parra, the President of the International Network of Basin Organizations. 

Clean water and sanitation are at the centre of International politics as it is crucial to the survival 

of all species. It was one of the 2015 UN Sustainable Development Goals107, and was largely 

discussed during the COP21 in Paris, leading to the ratification of the Paris Climate agreement 

in December 2015. The agreement raises awareness on the issue and identifies ways to 

improve water access in the future by adapting to climate change and reducing greenhouse 

gas emissions. 108  The following options to mitigate the effects of climate change are 

mentioned:  

• Gearing water policies to address the rise in extreme weather events, increasing 

scarcity of resources and deteriorating quality of water resources,  

• Increasing retention of water by forests, wetland and artificial storage facilities,  

• Improved soil and water management in rain-fed agriculture, 

• Flood protection.109 

Other initiatives have been put in place, tackling the effects of climate change on access to 

safe water, such as the Action Day for Water or the UN Climate Change Conference in 

Marrakech (COP22). All those events call for more awareness on water use and preservation, 

but more specifically, they call for unified actions, considering the specific needs of each, to 

prevent widening social inequalities in the future, and ensure fair access to resources for all.110  

The UNEP is not the only UN body to tackle the issue of access to safe water, as it is a 

transversal issue that affects many aspects of the population’s life. The World Health 

Organization (WHO) implemented the ‘Global Analysis and Assessment of Sanitation and 

Drinking-water’ (GLAAS) to provide policy makers with reliable and comprehensive data in 

order to make informed decisions. The initiative works alongside the Sustainable Development 
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Goals to build greater international cooperation on water-related initiatives and to involve the 

local communities in the decision-making process.111 

The non-profit and non-governmental sectors have also taken the problem in their own hands 

to try and come up with solutions to provide a fair access to safe water for a greater share of 

the population. Non-Governmental organizations such as Generosity or Pure Water for the 

World fund projects around the globe to give communities access to water and reduce the 

prevalence of diseases.112 NGOs adopt empowerment strategies for the local communities, 

through the development of tools and education to improve the knowledge,113 and set up 

concrete projects to break the cycle of poverty. Non-governmental organizations are an 

essential actor of the field work to mitigate the effects of climate change on access to safe 

water. The NGO Generosity has, since its creation in 2010, funded 813 projects in 20 countries, 

helping 470 000 people.114 

Last, but not least, the private sector has come up with solutions to tackle the issue. Big 

companies, such as Nestlé, have started to get involved in the fight, by taking concrete actions, 

such as opening purification plants in areas where access the drinking water was 

problematic.115 Companies and big corporations represent a major financial actor. But, critics 

can be addressed to such companies in the way they deal with the water resources available. 

Some see, in such initiatives, a search for more profit. By buying the rights to extract water, 

even in period of droughts, companies limit public access to the resources, while making profit 

by selling bottled water. This, in terms, can widen social inequalities and impact minorities 

especially.116 

 

2.6 - GLOBAL OVERVIEW & AFFECTED REGIONS  

 

2.6.1 - AFRICA  
The most impacted regions are the horn of Africa, the Sahel and Southern Africa, but West 

Africa has also experienced a decrease in annual rainfall in the past 60 years.117 While the 

whole continent is likely to suffer from water shortage and related consequences, Northern 

Africa is particularly alarming, as forecasts show they would reach the threshold level of their 

economically usable land-based water resources before 2025. Numbers show that an average 

of 25% of the contemporary African population experiences water stress on a daily basis. A 

third of the population currently lives in drought-prone areas, making the living conditions 

precarious, sometimes leading to migration, cultural segregation and the collapse of ancient 

cultures.118 The change in the quality and quantity of water available also means that we 

witness diseases such as cholera re-emerge in Africa. The quality of the drinking water is 

essential to reduce the percentage of child mortality due to acute diarrhoea.119 The continent 

is in a particularly unstable position --as frequent natural disasters, such as floods and 

                                                      

111 World Health Organisation ‘Water sanitation hygiene’. 
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droughts, which largely impact the rain-dependent agricultural development in Africa -- causing 

food insecurity and a range of structural problems. 120  The continent must prepare for 

adaptation. While for a long time, migration was considered an adaptation technique, other 

options can be considered, such as water conservation and storage; planting of drought-

resistant and early-maturing crops; and extending the knowledge related to water 

harvesting.121 

2.6.2 - ASIA  
The fast-growing population of Asia leads to a higher demand for water. Climate change will 

most likely exacerbate water scarcity for a number of regions within the Asian continent, which 

will cause economic distress for a large part of the citizens. South-East Asia has suffered from 

extreme weather events, associated with El Niño in the past 20 years, but the overall trend 

shows that extreme rainfall is decreasing.122 The continent is, therefore, experiencing more 

droughts, which is mostly attributed to rising temperatures. The rapid urbanization of countries 

such as India, Pakistan, Nepal and Bangladesh is already leading to water shortages. There 

is a need for a unified front from Asian countries in order to plan for a more efficient use of the 

water resources available. Water distribution might lead to more inequalities, as the poor and 

marginalized have historically been most at risk and more impacted by climate change. Asian 

governments should commit to more public investment policies to improve access to water 

resources and to promote sensible use of water in agriculture.123 

2.6.3 - AUSTRALIA AND NEW ZEALAND  

Australia has seen most of its eastern and south-west regions move into droughts in the past 

15 years. Both countries see an increased demand for water as they undergo an agricultural 

intensification.124 Water supplies is expected to become one of the major issues for both 

countries in the upcoming years. There is a significant need for research and knowledge, as 

well as for an expansion of the assessments of the risks of climate change, in order to influence 

decision makers to deal more efficiently with climate issues. Countries should also explore a 

more practical planning of coastal development as it will be essential to ensure a sustainable 

development.125 

2.6.4 - EUROPE  
Many studies seem to indicate that southern Europe will be more severely affected than the 

northern regions of the continent. The already warmer and semi-arid climate of the southern 

regions is expected to become hotter and drier in the years to come putting waterways, 

agricultural production and harvests in jeopardy. But the eastern region will also be exposed 

to higher water stress due to a decrease in precipitations. Climate change will most likely pose 

two major environmental threats to the region: increasing water stress and increasing risk of 

floods.126 The main way to cope with those issues are to adapt the infrastructures, such as 

through reservoirs and dikes to protect against floods. There is a call for improvement of the 

flood forecasting and warning systems, but also for the expansion of floodplain areas. Options 
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such as wastewater reuse and desalination should be explored by delegates as a possible 

adaption measure.127 

2.6.5 - LATIN AMERICA 
The south American area sees a continual population growth, affecting food and water 

demand. Since most economies in south American countries are largely dependent on 

agricultural productivity; variation in crop fields is a very relevant issue. The current distribution 

of the water resources is already very poor as large zones still have very limited water 

availability. 128  The continent experiences a wide range of climate, and will be affected 

differently depending on the region, some areas such as the tropical regions are expected to 

experience larger rainfall anomalies; while the extra-tropical part of South America should 

experience a decrease in precipitations and extreme dry seasons should be more frequent in 

Central America. In order to tackle the phenomenon efficiently, the water management policies 

in Latin America should be made more relevant. Countries should explore water conservation 

practices, water recycling and more sensible water consumption to cope during water-stressed 

periods.129 

2.6.6 - NORTH AMERICA 
North America will see in the years to come changes in the timing, volume, quality and spatial 

distribution of fresh water available for the population to have access to. The unequal 

distribution of wealth and geography among the United States and Canada is considered to 

be an aggravating factor for vulnerabilities and abilities to adapt.130 As of now, North America 

has considerable capacity to adapt to water-related consequences of climate change, but 

current practices have failed to protect all of the population from the impacts of floods, and 

extreme weather conditions. Indigenous groups and economically disadvantaged groups still 

are particularly vulnerable. The area needs to find solutions, both at local and regional scales, 

to cope with the effects, such as reducing total water consumption, raising awareness and 

investing in research to prevent future catastrophes.131 

2.6.7 - SMALL ISLANDS 
Small islands, though geographically disparate, share a number of similarities that enhance 

their vulnerability in the face of climate change, and impairs their resilience. The IPCC identifies 

3 common themes:132 

• The need for adaptation actions, and the means to finance and support them,  

• Access to quality freshwater,  

• Need for greater integrated watershed planning and management. 

Most scenarios show that fresh and safe water resources on small islands will become 

seriously compromised in the future, which is a consequence of climate change.133 There is a 

significant need for reliable local projections of sea level for those islands as global projections 

are not precise enough to prepare efficiently. However, most adaptation scenarios show that 
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infrastructure settlements protection represents a large share of the GDP, which is a cost that 

most are unable to contribute.134 

 

2.7 - QUESTIONS TO BE ADDRESSED 

 
• How can we prevent climate change from widening the existing social inequalities in 

the access to safe water? 

• What initiatives should be taken to tackle the root causes of water-stress caused by 

climate change?  

• Which resources can be used to provide for better adaptation means?  

• Should all countries have the same responsibilities regarding the mitigation of climate 

change? 

 

2.8 - FURTHER READING  

 
Analysis of the regional aspects of climate change and water resources by the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change: https://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/technical-

papers/ccw/chapter5.pdf  

Bates, B.C. et al. (2008) ‘Linking climate change and water resources: impacts and responses’ 

IPCC Secretariat, pp. 35-51. Available at https://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/technical-

papers/ccw/chapter3.pdf (Accessed August 19th) 

Proposals for climate change mitigation measures and water by the Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change: https://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/technical-papers/ccw/chapter6.pdf  

Position paper of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights on 

climate change and the rights to water and sanitation: 

http://www2.ohchr.org/english/issues/water/iexpert/docs/ClimateChange_HRtWS.pdf 

World Health Organisation ‘Water sanitation hygiene’: 

http://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/monitoring/investments/glaas/en/  

 

2.9 - CLOSING REMARKS  
 

The question of access to safe drinking water is an intricate issue that requires global 

cooperation between countries present. We expect the delegates debating in the frame of the 

UN Environment Program to keep in mind all aspects of the issue, to complete and improve, 

with innovative solutions, the initiatives put in place to mitigate the effects of climate change 

on access to water. It is crucial to be inclusive and comprehensive in the policy framework that 

you will work towards building, as no country should be left behind. Delegates must ensure to 
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address all actors at all level of the society in order to come up with global and efficient actions. 

If handled right, the resolution you will write could save lives and make the world a safer place. 
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