
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

April 2010 
UNDERSTANDING ENVIRONMENTAL REFUGEES AND THEIR NEEDS 

 
As individuals mark the 40th celebration of Earth Day, there is pause to view migration through the 
lens of the environment. Most of the global public view those displaced due to environmental factors 
as “climate refugees” or “environmental refugees.” The International Organization of Migration (IOM) 
uses the term, “environmental migrants” and defines them as “persons or groups of persons who, 
for reasons of sudden or progressive changes in the environment that adversely affect their lives or 
living conditions, are obliged to leave their habitual homes, or choose to do so, either temporarily or 
permanently, and who move either within their territory or abroad.” 
 
Environmental migrants are often displaced by:   

• drought 
• sea-level rise 
• desertification 
• deforestation 
• soil erosion 

• floods 
• lack of property rights  
• extraction of minerals by government 

and/or corporations 

 
Consider that in many cases poverty and over population add to the displacing of people. Individuals 
estimate that there will be from 50 to 200 million environmental migrants by mid-century. These 
include both those who will voluntarily and involuntarily migrate within the country of origin borders 
and those who will cross national borders. What can we do? 
  
Reflecting upon the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) that ensures sustainable development, we 
can glimpse potential solutions. With regard to sustainable development, what policies and programs 
do countries have in place that reverse the loss of environmental resources? What infrastructures are 
in place to ensure access to safe water and sanitation, to strengthen rural development, to secure 
healthy and environmentally sound housing solutions, to live simply and sustainably, to allow for 
adaptation of individuals into new geographic regions, to access global partnerships (MDG #8) for 
working toward sustainable solutions?  
 
REFLECTION AND ACTION: 
 

1. “God destined the earth and all it contains for all people and nations so that all created things 
would be shared fairly by all humankind under the guidance of justice tempered by  
 



 
 
charity.” Gaudium et Spes, Second Vatican Council, 1965. 
 
On a global level:  Visit: http://www.tuvaluislands.com/warming.htm to learn about Tuvalu, 
“…one of the places on earth that is most vulnerable to the affects of global warming.” 
 
On a more “local” level: 

• Am I aware of the geographic regions in my country where environmental 
migrants could become or already are reality?  
 

• Who are the displaced that have come to my state because environmental 
factors caused them to migrate?  
 

• What legislation, policies, and programs currently exist for environmental 
refugees in my state? In my country?  
 

• What more is needed to meet the needs of the environmental migrants?   
 

• In what ways am I/could I be part of this process to protect the human dignity 
of the environmental refugee?  

 
2.  April 22 marks the 40th anniversary of Earth Day. The Copenhagen Accord has left us with a 
beginning, yet many countries, including the United States, have not produced Climate Change 
legislation that contains guidelines to protect creation from human's abundant use of fossil fuels. 
What action(s) will I take in listening to “the cry of Earth in the cry of the poor?” What does the space 
within which I am blessed to be, say about the use of Earth's resources? Does it speak 
of sustainability? Am I consistently attentive to ways that would allow for partnering with others to 
enable the creation of a global green economy both within and beyond the congregation?  What 
might some of these opportunities look like?   
 
3. A BIG thank you to all who worked and prayed for the passage of Healthcare Reform 
Legislation. The work is not over yet. Education of selves and others is the next stage in the 
process. Watch for resources that are reputable for educating self and others about what the 
healthcare bill contains and when various aspects of it will be implemented.  
 
4. Become aware of PBVM action throughout our world. The IPA Intern blog has been added to 
the UN Connections section of the IPA website. This might make it easier for some people to access. 
Click on the UN Connections button on the Homepage, scroll down and can then click on to the blog.  
 
Or go to: http://www.ipa.ozehosting.com/un_connections/index.html    
 
There is a second page to the blog at: http://ipaun.wordpress.com/fatima-rodrigo-un-ngo-
representative-joins-ngo-forum-in-rome/    
 
Any sister is invited to write a couple of paragraphs and send in photos (with permission from those in 
the photos to be used on the website) to Marlette Black at: mblack@qld.pbvm.org.au  
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