
Global Climate Migration:
Exploring a Leadership Role for Colorado Communities



Let’s explore…

• What is climate migration?

• What is being done about climate 
migration?

• How does welcoming climate migrants 
benefit communities?

• How can Colorado and your community be a 
leader on climate migration?



Personal Reflection…

• How did you get to this country? 
• Native American

• Slave

• Immigrant

• Refugee

• What generation are you? 



Sabbatical Methods & Sources

• Technically Credible

• Passionately Neutral

• Solutions Oriented



Further Reading: Books 



Further Reading: Sabbatical Blog 

BrendleGroup.com/JudyDorsey May 31: Why Climate Migration? From prevention and preparation to protection
June 2: Climate Migration Research: Things that struck me from the start
June 2: Climate Migration: Perspectives from May in Washington DC
June 23: Lisa Cooper – Global Talent Idaho and Figure 8 Investment, Boise Idaho
June 24: Uganda Travels: Don’t listen to what they say. Go see. – Chinese Proverb
July 1: Positivity!! Meet Stella Omuse – Kampala,Uganda
July 8: Rwanda Travels: Lessons from the Genocide and Finding Inspiration in the Next 
Generation
July 16: Kenya Travels: If there’s not dancing at the climate crisis, I’m not coming
Sept 6: Montana Travels: Grid Hopping in the Global North
Sept 19: Sabbaticals Are Not Vacations: Back to Work and Where to From Here

https://www.brendlegroup.com/judydorsey/
https://www.brendlegroup.com/why-climate-migration-from-prevention-and-preparation-to-protection/
https://www.brendlegroup.com/climate-migration-research-things-that-struck-me-from-the-start/
https://www.brendlegroup.com/climate-migration-perspectives-from-may-in-washington-dc/
https://www.brendlegroup.com/lisa-cooper-global-talent-idaho-and-figure-8-investment-boise-idaho/
https://www.brendlegroup.com/uganda-travels-dont-listen-to-what-they-say-go-see-chinese-proverb/
https://www.brendlegroup.com/positivity-meet-stella-omuse-kampalauganda/
https://www.brendlegroup.com/rwanda-travels-lessons-from-the-genocide-and-inspiration-in-the-next-generation/
https://www.brendlegroup.com/kenya-travels-if-theres-not-dancing-at-the-climate-crisis-im-not-coming/
https://www.brendlegroup.com/montana-travels-grid-hopping-in-the-global-north/
https://www.brendlegroup.com/sabbaticals-are-not-vacations-back-to-work-and-where-to-from-here/


Further Reading: White Paper

BrendleGroup.com/
actions-insights/resources/

https://www.brendlegroup.com/actions-insights/resources/


Climate 
Migration Quiz: 
True or False

Five Important Take-Aways



True or False

Many researchers and policy makers are 
voicing climate migration as the most 
serious outcome of climate change.



True or False

With climate migration we don’t 
need to worry about climate 

mitigation anymore.



True or False

Each country’s economic burden from 
climate change is proportional to their 

contribution to climate change.



True or False

Climate refugees are provided 
international legal projections.



True or False

Climate migration leads 
to increased urbanization.



What is Climate 
Migration?

• Scale and main issues of concern

• Definition and terms

• Which regions and countries are most 
impacted

• Relationship to mitigation, adaptation, 
resilience



Scale and Main Issues
• Researchers and policy makers are voicing climate 

migration as the most serious outcome of climate change 
(Worldwatch Institute, 2015)

• Climate change is a force multiplier, a chronic stressor 
causing increased natural disasters and conflict (Miller, 
2017)

• The scale of climate migration is estimated at 200 million 
people by mid-century(Behrman, 2018), twice the rate of 
current migration.

• Uninhabitable hot zones – Climate models predict 150 to 
750 million cooling person days (CPDs) of severe deadly 
wet bulb temperatures.  The difference between 1.5C and 
2C surface temperature rise is an estimated 150 million 
additional lives lost (Wallace-Wells, 2019)

• Trapped Populations. The people most vulnerable to 
climate change have the fewest resources and legal rights 
to move (Behrman, 2018)



Definitions and Terms

• An individual who is 
forced to flee his or her 
home and to relocate 
temporarily or 
permanently across a 
national boundary as the 
result of sudden or 
gradual alterations in 
their natural 
environment related to 
at least one of 3 impacts 
of climate change: sea-
level rise, extreme 
weather events, and 
drought and water 
scarcity. 

Climate 
Refugee

• Climate migrant

• Environmentally 
Displaced Person

• Internally Displaced 
Person

• Trapped Populations

• Host Communities

Related 
Terms

• Gaps in legal framework 
to protect climate 
refugees  

• Refugee implies a wrong 
doer – who is culpable

• Requires regulation, 
financial mechanisms and 
an institutional home

Key Issues



Areas Most Affected – Big Picture

• Where are people leaving? Estimated at 200 million by 2050 (Wallace Wells)
• Sub-Saharan Africa: 86 million
• Southeast Asia: 40 million 
• Latin America: 17 million
• Island Nations: Facing statelessness

• Where are people going?
• 80% of refugees live in countries neighboring their country of origin (UNHCR)
• Global South Urbanization (Africa is urbanizing 11 times faster than Europe) (UN 

Habitat)
• Europe – migration from Africa
• U.S. – migration from Central America



Areas Most Affected – US Trends

• Where are people leaving? Examples…
• Hurricanes Harvey (60,000 migrants) and Irma (7 million evacuated)

• Micro-migrations, urban residents moving to higher elevations to escape heat and air 
quality

• Where are people going? Examples…
• Louisiana resiliency plan – incentivizing people to move inland

• Southern states to northern latitudes



Areas Most Affected – Poverty & Conflict



Climate Migration is Transdisciplinary 

• Sustainable development

• Peacekeeping

• Environmental Justice

• Refugee Resettlement

• Decolonial Sustainability

• Race and equity

• Poverty alleviation

Environmental 
Migration

Humanitarian 
Work

Climate 
Change



Climate Migration and the UN SDG Goals



Relationship to Mitigation and Adaptation

Prevent

Prepare

Protect

• Climate mitigation is aimed at preventing climate change. 
Still a top priority and an important lens in designing 
adaptation and migration strategies. Millions of lives are at 
stake in how well we do with mitigation.

• Climate adaptation is aimed at preparing for or responding 
to climate change. The goals are to reduce exposure and 
increase resilience.  Voluntary migration is one of many 
examples of how people are adapting to climate change.

• Climate migration is an outcome of climate change.  How 
we respond to climate migration could cover a wide 
spectrum from “climate apartheid” to a just transition that 
protects all people, not just those who can afford it.



Relationship Between Migration and 
Adaptation

• Adaptation improves either 
outcome – staying or 
migrating

• Migration Considerations
• Sudden vs slow onset

• Large scale vs limited reach

• Chronic vs episodic

• In country vs transboundary

• Voluntary vs involuntary

Adaptation

Migration

Migration 
as 

adaptation

Forced 
Displace-

ment

Trapped 
Population

Successful 
Adaptation 

in Place

Source: The Worldwatch Institute. State of the 
World 2015: Confronting Hidden Threats to 
Sustainability. Washington: Island Press.



An Important Ratio to Consider

• Economic Impacts of climate change (i.e. burden)

• Contribution to climate change through ghg emissions (i.e., guilt)

• Sub-Saharan Africa: Very high burden to very low guilt ratio

𝑩𝒖𝒓𝒅𝒆𝒏

𝑮𝒖𝒊𝒍𝒕
Ratio

Source: Wallace-Wells, D. (2019). The 
Uninhabitable Earth: Life After Warming. New 
York: Tim Duggan Books, Penguin Random 
House.



What is Being Done 
About Climate 
Migration?

• International – Nascent and Accelerating
• Policies and legal frameworks are taking shape

• Agencies getting involved – programs and resources

• National – Addressing Pieces But Not the Whole
• Climate resilience within footprint

• Internal displacement within states and country-wide

• Immigration and refugee resettlement

• National security

• Local – Where most things start, early conversations
• NoCo organizations talking about climate migration



International Landscape

Environmental 
Migration

Humanitarian 
Work

Climate 
Change

• Environmental Migration
• 2015: IOM adds Migration, Environment and 

Climate Change (MECC) Division

• Climate Change
• 2015 COP 21 Paris: UNFCCC adds Climate Migration 

Task Force

• Humanitarian Work
• 2016 New York Declaration for Refugees and 

Migrants: States commit themselves to addressing 
the ‘drivers that create or exacerbate large 
movements, including combating environmental 
degradation and ensuring effective responses to 
natural disasters and the adverse impacts of climate 
change”.

• 2015 Nansen Initiative: Protection Agenda for 
people displaced across borders in the context of 
disasters and the effects of climate change



2019 UN Climate Week 

Five UN human rights treaty bodies issue a joint 
statement on human rights and climate change.

Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against 
Women

Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights

Committee on the Protection of the Rights 
of All Migrant Workers and Members of their Families

Committee on the Rights of the Child

Committee on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities

Statement in preparation for UN Climate Week and in 
response to recent IPCC report

• IPCC report confirms that climate change threatens 
human rights (e.g., life, food, health, housing, livelihood, 
water)

• Groups the committees represent have limited access to 
decision-making due to existing inequalities, especially 
children; and, these groups aren’t just victims but have a 
human right to be included as agents of change

• Calls for states to double down on mitigation and 
adaptation to address IPCC findings with urgency

• Notes these groups, especially migrant workers are 
forced to migrate because states of origin can’t meet 
their human rights

• Calls for states to address climate migration, including 
offering protection mechanisms and temporary or stay 
arrangements for those displaced across international 
borders from climate change



National Landscape  

• Domestically focused
• American Society of Adaptation Professionals (ASAP) – member led 

Climate Migration working group
• National League of Cities – exploring guidance for member cities
• Climigration Network (climigration.org)

• International focus
• 2016 Obama Presidential Memorandum "Climate Change and 

National Security" - formally observing the relationship between 
climate change and migration

• 2019 First international conference on environmental peacebuilding 
(and MOOC) – U.C. Irvine and other U.S. Universities

• Open Society Foundation (NY) – Incubating the Mayors Migration 
Council in partnership with C40 Cities; as part of their International 
Migration Initiative (IMI), emphasizing cities as welcoming and 
inclusive societies

• Brookings Institute, Georgetown University and UNCHR – Guidance 
on Protecting People through Planned Relocation

• Belmont Forum – Climate Migration research position paper

Resilience 
Bubbles

Internal 
Coastal 

Migration

Refugee 
Resettlement

National 
Security and 

Peace 
Building

https://www.edx.org/course/environmental-security-and-sustaining-peace-2


Local Landscape

• Environmental Migration
• Trees Water People

• Humanitarian Work
• International Refugee Center of Northern 

Colorado (IRCNOCO)
• Rotary Peace Builder’s Fellowship

• Climate Migration
• CSU – SOGES/Future Earth (Research) –

framing the research landscape
• Brendle Group – helping US Communities 

prepare

Environmental 
Migration

Humanitarian 
Work

Climate 
Change



How Does Welcoming 
Climate Migrants Benefit Communities?
• Community cohesion/inclusivity

• Neighborhood revitalization (Duluth, MN and Buffalo, NY)

• Economic development(Salt Lake City, UT)
• New businesses

• New labor force

• Innovation



What Can Your Community Do?

• Expand and accelerate mitigation efforts. 

• Include climate migration in climate action planning.

• Include equity principles in greenhouse gas accounting.

• Form a climate migration study group in your community. 

• Survey your community’s recent immigrants, to determine what percentage 
left their home countries at least in part because of the changing climate.

• Build on existing “sister city” relationships to explore how climate change is 
affecting those communities.



What Can Your Community Do?

• Explore how immigrants—including climate migrants—can support 
community values and goals. 

• Join the American Society of Adaptation Professionals and get involved in 
the Climate Migration and Managed Retreat member group.

• Make a case for welcoming immigrants and refugees into your community 
and evaluate positive, tangible steps your community can take. 

• Get involved in the Mayors Migration Council.



Personal Steps 
We Can All Take

• Read and follow along – this is a burgeoning topic

• Get to know refugees and immigrants in your community

• Embrace a global mindset

• Know your contribution to climate change

• Help communities hardest hit – volunteer, fund, offset



Thank You

Judy Dorsey, PE, LEED-AP, CEM

Brendle Group, President and 
Principal Engineer

JDorsey@BrendleGroup.com

BrendleGroup.com

mailto:Jdorsey@BrendleGroup.com
http://www.brendlegroup.com/

