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 Obstacles to Action on  ‘ Climate 
Migration ’ : A Story of Persistent 

Analytical and Political Ambiguity  

   DAVID   DURAND-DELACRE    

   I. Introduction  

 Th e academic literature on  ‘ climate migration ’  oft en assumes that its subject is an 
issue of widespread interest and concern. As one recent editorial puts it:  ‘ Th ere is no 
question that climate change will impact human migration ’ . 1  Somewhat more care-
fully, McLeman and colleagues note that  ‘ there is general agreement that migration 
is one of a range of outcomes that may emerge as households and communities cope 
with and adapt to climatic risks and hazards ’ . 2  Furthermore, scholars note that some 
policy-makers  –  particularly at international organisations like the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM) and United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), and involved in the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) negotiations 3   –  are expressing concern about the 
potential emergence of new migratory patterns raised in such assessments. Th ese 
same policy-makers also seek to develop and disseminate expert guidance on how 
to respond to  ‘ climate migration ’  as a distinct phenomenon. More broadly, Desai 
and colleagues identify  ‘ a rapidly growing demand for comprehensive risk assess-
ments that include displacement and its associated costs to inform humanitarian 
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response and national planning and coordination ’ , 4  while Naser argues that  ‘ the 
foundations of a global consensus on climate-related mobility have been built ’  5  
and that  ‘ a slow-moving but dynamic, step-by-step process of international policy 
development on climate-related mobility ’  6  is ongoing. 

 Regardless of whether these claims are well founded or not, it is arguable 
that they nevertheless pass over cases where policy stakeholders have engaged 
in  ‘ climate migration ’  debates only to subsequently withdraw. In this chapter, 
I re-evaluate the apparent obviousness and self-evidence of  ‘ climate migration ’ , 
pointing to the many instances where it has been discussed, debated, or studied 
without this leading to any concrete action. My analysis is rooted in the perspec-
tives of French stakeholders who have attempted to develop policies and projects 
to tackle  ‘ climate migration ’ . I fi nd that, by and large, interviewees have failed to 
 ‘ operationalise ’  the concept. 

 Furthermore, I argue that these failures are commonplace. Indeed, one of this 
chapter ’ s main contributions is to highlight the many places where the  ‘ climate 
migration ’  concept and its analogues have not found purchase. Th e cases I recount 
from the French context illustrate the real-world workings of well known, persis-
tent, and perhaps insurmountable analytical and political ambiguities that thus 
appear as inherent features of  ‘ climate migration ’  debates. Ultimately, this  chapter 
raises the question of what  use  these debates serve once their limitations are 
acknowledged. I therefore conclude by examining one promising  ‘ use ’  of the 
ambiguous  ‘ climate migration ’  concept. Using France as a case study, I show its 
potential to serve as an entry point for deeper conversations about who can and 
should be held responsible for the negative consequences of both climate change 
and migration, while noting obstacles that need to be overcome for these conver-
sations to happen.  

   II. Methods and Perspectives  

 Th e analysis in this chapter is based on interviews with French stakeholders, trian-
gulated with document analysis and a corpus-driven analysis of  ‘ climate migration ’  
media coverage (1,660 articles from a wide range of French national and regional 
newspapers spanning the years 1986 – 2020). Between September 2019 and 
January 2021, I interviewed fi ft y stakeholders, spanning a range of stakeholder 
groups. Th e fi rst major group was civil servants, primarily within the Agence 
Fran ç aise de D é veloppement (AFD). Th e second major group was NGO repre-
sentatives, many of whom were participants in an NGO network called Des Ponts 
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Pas des Murs (DPPDM, meaning  ‘ Bridges, not Walls ’ ) that held working group 
discussions on the subject of  ‘ environmental migrations ’  between 2019 and 2022. 
In addition, I also interviewed small samples of politicians, journalists, and 
researchers. 7  

 Th is choice of a national level study was motivated by the need to under-
stand how  ‘ climate migration ’  debates are contextualised and situated in a setting 
diff erent from the international expert negotiations usually studied. In an article 
concerned with  ‘ some of the mechanisms by which [discourse on human mobil-
ity] has emerged and is being perpetuated ’ , Nash describes a  ‘ self-perpetuating 
circle of research, policy, and knowledge production ’  8  that dominates academic 
and policy discussions. Th e typical perspectives on  ‘ climate migration ’  within 
this  ‘ UN bubble ’ , are, she adds, oft en so self-referential as to deserve the diagnosis 
of  ‘ knowledge narcissism ’ . 9  In this context, it seems worthwhile to explore how 
 ‘ climate migration ’  is discussed by other stakeholders. Given that international 
negotiations have yet to produce any international agreement or initiative for the 
protection of people displaced specifi cally by climate change, it also seems worth-
while to ask what potential role there is for stakeholders outside the UN bubble 
that currently dominates discussions. 

 Th e perspectives related in this chapter are therefore those of stakeholders 
with a potential role to play in primarily French  ‘ climate migration ’  discourses, 
projects, and policies: as development practitioners, civil society actors for local 
and international solidarity, and knowledge producers. For the most part, these 
stakeholders are outside the UN bubble, though some engage with it in passing. 
What this chapter does not provide, however, are perspectives from communi-
ties and individuals with direct experiential knowledge of why people decide to 
migrate and what it might mean to be a  ‘ climate migrant ’ . Th is may be because they 
themselves are migrants, or have decided not to migrate, and can therefore speak 
to their own decision, its causes, and its consequences. Th is may also be because 
they have been individually or collectively designated as actual or potential  ‘ climate 
migrants ’  by actors in international  ‘ climate migration ’  discourses  –  a designa-
tion they may embrace or reject. 10  Some stakeholders, NGO representatives in 
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particular, do refer to exchanges they have had with international partners and 
project benefi ciaries. I highlight these wherever possible, but these are second-
hand accounts at best. Th e perspectives relayed in this chapter should therefore 
be understood to refl ect the points of view of French elite professionals working 
in a specifi c set of NGOs, international development administrations, and parts 
of academia and print media.  

   III. Confronting the Cacophonous Proliferation 
and Categorical Emptiness of  ‘ Climate 

Migration ’  Terminologies  

  ‘ Th e fi eld of climate migration ’ , Nicholson points out,  ‘ is most notable for the 
cacophony of terms and labels, and the essential nebulousness of both its subject 
and purpose ’ . 11  Th e list of available terms is long and varied. Newcomers to  ‘ climate 
migration ’  debates need to choose at least two terms: one referring to the causal 
driver (eg climate) and another to describe the resulting movement of people 
(eg migration). Th e options on both sides of this equation  –  cause and eff ect  –  are 
many, and the combinations exponentially greater. For example, Nicholson counts 
seventeen diff erent terms in a single edited book on the subject, 12  which for him is 
the sign of  ‘ a semantic uncertainty that suggests a fi eld ill at ease with itself  ’ . 13  Th is 
diversity suggests that terms remain contentious, never consensual. What ’ s more, 
this terminological proliferation is compounded by a second challenge. Terms 
like  ‘ climate migration ’ ,  ‘ environmental displacement ’ , or  ‘ eco-refugees ’  are oft en 
used in vague and interchangeable ways. In many cases, they lack a precise defi ni-
tion. Th is is a well-established problem, diagnosed for example by Venturini and 
colleagues in their study of a corpus of web pages gathered via Google searches. 
Th ey found that terms like  ‘ climate refugee ’  or  ‘ environmental migrant ’  were oft en 
used synonymously, emptying them of their technical meanings. Th ey called this 
phenomenon  ‘ categorical emptiness ’ . 14  

 Faced with the proliferation of terms and vagueness of defi nitions, some 
academics argue for developing common, consensual defi nitions for terms 
and typologies as a necessary condition for  ‘ climate migration ’  policy develop-
ment. Indeed, there is a strong case for (social) scientists to clarify the analytical 
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defi nitions they use, so that their work can be properly evaluated, compared, and 
generalised. 15  In this vein, Venturini and others deplore  ‘ the absence of a clearly 
defi ned typology ’  because it  ‘ considerably hinders the search for a defi nition ’  from 
which to  ‘ establish quantifi ed estimations and develop adequate public policies ’ . 16  
What ’ s more, as Blake and colleagues argue:  ‘ defi ning climate migration can be a 
challenging task but is necessary for policymakers ’ . 17  Th e proliferation of terms 
and the resulting ambiguities are not just obstacles to academic knowledge crea-
tion, but also hinder any project or policy development that could rely on such 
knowledge. Who, for instance, is the target population ?  What, indeed, should 
interventions focus on ?  Ferris also encapsulates this view when she argues that 
 ‘ it is still too early to deal with the terminology issue  …  but the sooner a consen-
sus emerges, the better ’  18  for  ‘ climate migration ’  policy development and project 
design. 

 Against this, French stakeholders ’  perspectives reveal that precise defi nitions 
and a consensus on terms are neither likely nor, perhaps, even desirable. Most 
stakeholders, when fi rst encountering  ‘ climate migration ’  as a concept, attempt to 
defi ne the  ‘ right ’  terms. One NGO representative fi rst decided to join the DPPDM ’ s 
discussions on  ‘ environmental migration ’  because  ‘ the words we were using were 
very vague, it wasn ’ t very clear between climatic, environmental, migrants, refu-
gees, displaced persons, all of that ’ . 19  Th ey wondered which terms to use. AFD 
interviewees shared a similar intention. One interviewee in the migration unit was 
planning a meeting of representatives from several AFD departments, together 
with other government administrations, academics, and journalists. Th eir objec-
tive was to see if it was possible to overcome  ‘ the cacophony of messages ’  20  on 
 ‘ climate migration ’  and achieve some minimal degree of coordination around 
the language in use. Ultimately, neither the DPPDM nor the AFD succeeded in 
overcoming these problems of cacophony and vagueness. As the remainder of 
this section demonstrates, they were frustrated in their attempts at clarity and 
consensus because any term chosen will be deeply entangled with legal, ethical, 
and political considerations. Not only does this lead to signifi cant disagreements 
between stakeholders about the  ‘ right term ’ , but which term is deemed most appro-
priate by any stakeholder is also, by extension, liable to vary across contexts and 
over time, depending on shift ing political objectives, ethical values, and commu-
nication strategies. 
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   A. Example 1:  ‘ Climate ’  or  ‘ Environment ’  ?   

 One good example of this concerns the term designating the cause of migration, 
which is oft en posed as a choice between  ‘ climate ’  and  ‘ environment ’ . 21  Over the 
past three decades, French stakeholders have adopted one or the other for a variety 
of reasons. When the topic of  ‘ climate migration ’  fi rst took hold in the late 1990s 
and early 2000s, the preferred terminology tended to be  ‘ environmental refugees ’  
or  ‘ ecological refugees ’ . 22  Th ough climate change sometimes featured in academic 
discussions, it was then treated as just one factor among others, including natural 
disasters, deforestation, pollution, industrial accidents, or displacement caused by 
large infrastructure developments, such as dams. In the press, the term  ‘ ecologi-
cal refugees ’  recurred with reference to the Chernobyl catastrophe. It was in the 
middle to the end of the fi rst decade of this century that  ‘ climate ’  became the 
preferred causal term. At the time, Donatien Garnier, the co-author of  R é fugi é s 
Climatiques , 23  thought that  ‘ environmental refugees  …  was too broad, we needed 
something that was more cutting ’ . 24  Th us the focus on  ‘ climate ’  provided a more 
focused narrative, in tune with rising and contested concern about climate change 
at the time. Today, the pendulum is swinging back. If there is one terminological 
point NGO members of the DPPDM network agree on, it is that  ‘ to think only in 
terms of climate change is maybe a bit reductive ’ . 25  Meeting in late 2019 to discuss 
 ‘ environmental migrations ’ , they collectively concluded that identifying environ-
mental change as the causal factor was preferable. 26  Th is is because it allows the 
DPPDM to touch on causes of migration that do not neatly fi t under  ‘ climate 
change ’  but which are of central concern to the DPPDM: problems like pollution, 
extractivism, and global economic inequalities. 27   

   B. Example 2:  ‘ Refugee ’ ,  ‘ Migrant ’ , or  ‘ Displaced Person ’  ?   

 A second useful example is that of  ‘ climate refugee ’  ( r é fugi é  climatique ). Th ough 
much used in the press and by NGOs from the mid-2000s, the term is now widely 
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considered a legal and political impossibility. Th e reason for this is encapsulated in 
a refrain, heard in many stakeholder interviews but also in parliamentary debates 
and auditions: that the Geneva Convention excludes environmental pressures and 
climate change from the list of valid reasons to seek asylum. Based on this, stake-
holders tend to exclude the possibility of offi  cially recognising a status for  ‘ climate 
refugees ’ . Some stakeholders note a similar absence of the environment from the 
criteria for obtaining subsidiary protection (the other main option for obtaining 
international protection in France). However, calls for including environmental 
criteria to either status tend to be dismissed or ignored. Many stakeholders worry 
that attempts to renegotiate the Geneva Convention and other existing protection 
mechanisms would be counterproductive. Th ey argue it is already hard enough 
to guarantee the rights of asylum seekers as it is. Opening existing protections 
for debate only risks creating opportunities for governments to further weaken 
these protections. Th e priority, stakeholders repeatedly said, is  ‘ to preserve what 
has been achieved, because even that isn ’ t straightforward ’ . 28  

 It is also important to remember that any talk of  ‘ climate migration ’  is taking 
place in an already tense, crowded discursive fi eld. French stakeholders have 
systematically pointed out that they operate in a political context hostile to 
migrants in general. What ’ s more, this hostility draws on and continually rein-
forces a ubiquitous distinction between (somewhat welcome) political refugees on 
the one hand, and (decidedly unwelcome) economic migrants on the other. 29  As a 
result, many hesitate to use the term  ‘ migrant ’  because of its negative connotations. 
One NGO interviewee explained that they have entirely  ‘ proscribed ’  the word 
 ‘ migration ’  from their funding pitches because  ‘ it brings up too many things that 
are fantasised in the collective unconscious ’ . 30  Similarly, Marie Verdier explains 
how she  ‘ avoids the term  “ migrant ” , which has become pejorative and anonymis-
ing, to designate an amorphous mass of individuals we can mistreat ’  even though 
 ‘ it is a generic term that is hard to do without ’ . 31  So while some stakeholders elect 
to speak of  ‘ environmental migration ’  or  ‘ climate migration ’ , they oft en see it as an 
imperfect solution. 

 Another alternative,  ‘ displacement ’ , is oft en considered. However, it is generally 
used to designate people moving within their own country and not to France. Th e 
 Secours Catholique , for example, draws an explicit distinction between  ‘ environ-
mental migrants ’ , who cross borders, and  ‘ the internal environmentally-displaced ’ , 
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who do not. 32  For this reason, the term  ‘ displacement ’  is only potentially appeal-
ing or useful to stakeholders whose work has an international aid or development 
component. NGOs working with asylum seekers already in France see little value 
in it where their day-to-day activities are concerned. While stakeholders tend to 
agree, in line with the academic literature, 33  that most human movement associ-
ated with climate change will be within countries, this conclusion leads to a spatial 
distancing eff ect, making it  less  relevant to French migration policy. 34  

 One consequence of all this is the continued use of  ‘ climate refugee ’  terminol-
ogy. Th e term still dominates in the French press today because journalists seem 
to consider it clearer and more attention-grabbing than the alternatives (migra-
tion, displacement). 35  Some scholars, once critical of  ‘ climate refugee ’  terminology, 
are reconsidering their position. Fran ç ois Gemenne, for example, has argued that 
 ‘ contrary to what I might have thought (and written) in the past, and despite the 
legal diffi  culties, I think this is a very strong reason to use the term again: because 
it recognises that these migrations are fi rst and foremost the result of a persecu-
tion that we are infl icting on the most vulnerable ’ . 36  In a similar vein, a report 
by the  Conseil  É conomique, Social et Environnemental  recently recommended that 
France propose a new status for  ‘ climate refugees ’  at COP22. 37  Th is despite experts 
making the case against the term in hearings leading to the report. 38  Th e docu-
mentary fi lmmaker Michael P Nash, interviewed for another project, 39  persisted 
in calling his fi lm  Climate Refugees  (2009) 40  even in the face of criticism. He told 
me:  ‘ you know, I ’ m not writing policy, I ’ m actually making a fi lm, I want to bring 
this to people ’ s attention ’ . Th e point is that stakeholders have conscious, valid 
reasons to use the term  ‘ climate refugees ’ , despite everything. Th at they persist in 
using it is not simply a matter of not knowing that the term  ‘ climate migration ’  
comes with a raft  of complications. Th e examples above show that consensus on 
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 ‘ climate migration ’  terminology will always remain elusive because context matters 
hugely for stakeholders ’  choice of words. Th e cacophonous proliferation of terms, 
and the inherent ambiguity of their defi nitions, thus appear as inherent features 
of  ‘ climate migration ’  debates that stakeholders must contend with if they wish to 
instrumentalise the concept.   

   IV. Rejecting the Terminological Debate Altogether  

 So far, I have reviewed arguments put forward under the assumption that estab-
lishing the cause of migration is important and, more generally, that identifying 
clear terms to designate people on the move is desirable. But to stop the analysis 
here would be to miss a key consideration of the  ‘ climate migration ’  debates in 
France: the causal question is regarded by many stakeholders as practically unnec-
essary, politically regressive, and morally untenable, and is thus rejected on that 
basis. 

 Th ese stakeholders  –  who tend to have expertise on migration as researchers 
or practitioners in academia, NGOs, or the AFD  –  reject the causal question so 
central to  ‘ climate migration ’  debates fi rst on practical grounds. Th ey argue that to 
act on migration, it is unnecessary to disentangle its causes. Th is argument always 
begins with a recognition of migration ’ s multi-causality. One AFD civil servant 
summarised it thus:  ‘ If we start with a logic of analysing the drivers, the factors 
of migration, well we ’ d be hard put  –  everyone recognises this  –  to dissociate 
economic, political, cultural or social factors ’ . 41  Knowing this, stakeholders who 
work with (potential) migrants, whether in their countries of origin or in France, 
tend to focus on their needs fi rst. Th e job is to deliver assistance: food, shelter, 
physical and mental healthcare, language lessons, job opportunities. To do this, 
many stakeholders insisted, one does not really need to ask why people are where 
they are. 

 In practice, of course, Western governments constantly sort migrants into 
categories, only some of which are granted special rights  –  for example, to work, 
settle, or be joined by their families  –  as well as fi nancial assistance. In some cases, 
the process of categorising migrants is used as a tool to deny migrants ’  basic rights, 
such as the right to asylum guaranteed by the Geneva Convention (itself founded 
on the fundamental principle of non-refoulement). Stakeholders note how xeno-
phobic, anti-immigration actors categorise people who cross the French border 
as unwelcome  economic  migrants to justify illegal turn-backs at the border, arbi-
trary detainment and deportation practices, and the criminalisation of irregular 
migration. 42  
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 Stakeholders who report witnessing the negative impacts on migrants ’  lives of 
such practices also reject the debate about  ‘ climate migration ’  terminology for ethi-
cal reasons. Th ey assert that categorising migrants according to the cause of their 
migration creates fertile ground for arbitrary discrimination, and that focusing on 
climate change or the environment changes little to this point. As one journalist 
specialising on migration contended,  ‘ for now, climate refugees are [considered] 
economic migrants. And they will be discredited as such ’ . 43  Others argued more 
broadly that, even if this was not the case,  ‘ from the moment you emphasise  climate  
refugee or  climate  migrant, even more than environmental, well what you ’ re saying 
is  “ this person has the right, the greater legitimacy to migrate, to come here, than 
this other person ” , thereby creating a distinction that is  “ a little dangerous ”  and 
therefore best avoided ’ . 44  

 Th is rejection of categorisation among French migrant solidarity NGOs echoes 
a widespread concern among critical migration scholars. Crawley and Skleparis, 
for instance, are sceptical of dominant categories like  ‘ refugee ’  or  ‘ migrant ’  because 
they have come to be associated with oversimplifi ed causal explanations ( ‘ politi-
cal persecution ’  or  ‘ economic reasons ’  as the two possible and distinct drivers of 
migration) and so  ‘ fail to capture adequately the complex relationship between 
political, social and economic drivers of migration, or their shift ing signifi cance 
for individuals ’ . 45  Moreover, such categories have contextual meanings that shift  
over time and space, and they are oft en used to actively discriminate against the 
very people whom they were or could be intended to protect. 46  Categories like 
 ‘ climate migrant ’  or  ‘ climate refugee ’  are not exempt from these problems. 47  

 Th e rejection of the causal question ( ‘ why do people migrate ?  ’ ) for practical 
and moral reasons is signifi cant because it means that conversations starting from 
an ostensibly straightforward question about the causal role of climate change 
( ‘ should we speak of climate or the environment as a driver of migration ?  ’ ) oft en 
reach a point where participants must contend with the fact that categorising 
people might be counter-productive. Th is realisation undermines the very basis 



Obstacles to Action on ‘Climate Migration’ 121

  48        Centre de Recherche et d ’ Information pour le D é veloppement  ,  ‘  CRID: Orientations plurian-
nuelles 2021 – 2024: valid é es  à  l ’ AGE 29 mars 2021  ’  ( CRID ,  2021 ) .   
  49         Koko   Warner    and others,  ‘  In Search of Shelter: Mapping the Eff ects of Climate Change on Human 
Migration and Displacement  ’  ( United Nations University   2009 )  ; Center for International Earth 
Science Information Network at the Earth Institute (Columbia University, 2009);      Samantha   Boardley   , 
 ‘  Where the Rain Falls Phase III  ’  ( 2020 )   CARE France Final Evaluation Report, available at   perma.
cc/8VQ3-JUM5  .  

of the initial conversation; the cause of migration ceases to matter as a guide to 
action. In some cases, it even led to a breakdown in discussions among stake-
holders. One interviewee reported that making environmental migration a central 
subject of discussion  ‘ cost DPPDM the participation of several organisations that 
assist migrants  …  because they didn ’ t agree with categorising migrations ’  and 
because even talking about  ‘ international environmental migrations implies that 
there are some migrations that are more legitimate than others ’   –  a position many 
migrant-solidarity NGOs reject. 

 Again, when one steps back from eff orts to fi nd the  ‘ right ’  way to speak about 
 ‘ climate migration ’ , it rapidly becomes clear that there is no such thing. Th e appro-
priate term will only ever be appropriate for a specifi c context, to achieve specifi c 
objectives, when facing a specifi c audience. Th is leads to an inherent ambiguity in 
 ‘ climate migration ’  debates because stakeholders oft en operate in several diff er-
ent contexts. Th ey have diverse objectives, and multiple audiences to cater to. 
Sometimes, this means the subject is simply deemed too complicated or confusing 
to develop a communication strategy, project, or policy around. 

 Some stakeholders, discouraged, just stop talking about  ‘ climate migration ’  
altogether. Th e NGO coordinating the DPPDM network, for instance, dropped 
the theme of environmental migrations aft er two years of debates. Th eir latest 
multi-annual strategy makes no mention of it. 48  In November 2021, my AFD 
interlocutors reported no change since our interviews in late 2019/early 2020. 
Stakeholders explained this by contrasting the  ‘ climate migration ’  concept  –  so 
ambiguous and vague  –  to other pressing issues that they felt could more easily 
be resolved. Many added that when working with limited fi nancial and human 
resources, it was inevitable that a subject as complex and time-consuming to 
discuss as  ‘ climate migration ’  would lose traction or be abandoned altogether.  

   V.  ‘ Climate Migration ’  is Not an Operational Concept  

 Ultimately, French stakeholders emerge from  ‘ climate migration ’  debates with 
a largely inoperative set of concepts;  ‘ climate migration ’  and its analogues are 
not terms they can use to articulate clear policies or projects. Stakeholders can 
talk about  ‘ climate migration ’ , but do not know what to do about it. Perhaps the 
most striking illustration of this is the case of the NGO named  Care . It stands 
out because many of its employees have, over the years, been involved in various 
research projects about  ‘ climate migration ’ . 49  Yet, project managers at  Care  struggle 



122 David Durand-Delacre

  50    Interview, international solidarity NGO representative (Care), Skype, September 2020.  
  51          Robert   Stojanov    and others,  ‘  Climate Mobility and Development Cooperation  ’  ( 2021 )  43 ( 2 )  
   Population and Environment    209, 218    , available at   doi.org/10.1007/s11111-021-00387-5  .  
  52         Erica   Bower    and    Sanjula   Weerasinghe   ,  ‘  Leaving Place, Restoring Home: Enhancing the Evidence 
Base on Planned Relocation Cases in the Context of Hazards, Disasters, and Climate Change  ’  ( 2021 )   
Platform on Disaster Displacement, available at   perma.cc/T2C5-ZR3T  .  
  53          Carol   Farbotko    and others,  ‘  A Climate Justice Perspective on International Labour Migration 
and Climate Change Adaptation among Tuvaluan Workers  ’  ( 2022 )  2      Oxford Open Climate Change    1    , 
available at   doi.org/10.1093/oxfclm/kgac002  .  
  54    ibid.  
  55    ibid.  

to apply lessons learned from this work. Th ey still wonder:  ‘ these research results, 
how do we transcribe them into our adaptation projects ?  ’  50  Th eir participation in 
research projects has had no operational implications. 

 Th is seems to be typical of a much broader pattern of  ‘ climate migration ’  research 
failing to fi nd clear applications. A recent review of projects in the AidDATA data-
base (pulled out with the search  ‘ climate AND migration ’ ) found, for instance, that 
 ‘ the majority of the projects are research related, designed to generate knowledge 
on the links between climate and migration in regions thought to be particularly 
susceptible to climate change impacts ’ . 51  Although  ‘ climate migration ’  is a subject 
that lends itself well to research, it rarely seems to translate to practical projects. 
It is possible to object to this assessment, pointing to relocation projects around 
the world 52  or initiatives for labour migration targeted at people designated as 
potential  ‘ climate migrants ’ . 53  However, the criticism stands because, in each case, 
one fi nds signifi cant disagreement about the actual cause of migration, what shape 
 ‘ it ’  might take, and how desirable it is. It remains exceedingly hard to claim with 
any confi dence what is meant by  ‘ climate migration ’  when considering any of these 
projects. 

 Stakeholders working directly with communities abroad report that the  ‘ climate 
migration ’  concept is of little practical relevance for their adaptation and resilience 
projects. A  Care  employee, for instance, reported that as  ‘ our mandate as an inter-
national solidarity NGO  …  is really to work as closely as possible with vulnerable 
populations and to give them the most decent living conditions possible. We don ’ t 
judge the fact that people move or not ’ . 54  Th eir priority is to help and empower 
communities to overcome the vulnerabilities they face, so they added that they 
 ‘ haven ’ t prioritised this question [of causality] because it ’ s not all that important to 
us, in the end ’ . 55  Th ey were not alone in adopting this stance. Other NGO repre-
sentatives and AFD employees involved with projects outside France similarly 
concluded that whether  ‘ climate migration ’  can be said to occur is irrelevant to the 
success of climate adaptation projects. With all these tensions running through 
 ‘ climate migration ’  debates, it could be tempting to write the  ‘ climate migration ’  
concept off  as irredeemably fl awed and intractable  –  an interesting object of 
inquiry with no practical applications. However, the fact is the debate is unlikely 
to end, nor will attempts to make the concept useful. For all their scepticism, each 
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and every interviewee noted that  ‘ everybody seems to be speaking about it ’  and  ‘ it 
is hard to miss ’   –  even if they themselves had concluded they can do nothing about 
it, and had thus withdrawn from the arena. We are stuck, for better or worse, with 
 ‘ climate migration ’  as a category that one interviewee strikingly described as  ‘ here 
without being here ’ .  

   VI. Learning to Live with the Inherent Conceptual 
Ambiguity of  ‘ Climate Migration ’   

 Ultimately, stakeholders experience terminological uncertainty and ambiguity as 
an inherent feature of  ‘ climate migration ’  debates. If a consensus on defi nitions is 
out of the picture, perhaps the only option left  is to accept these ambiguities as 
inevitable and learn to live with them. What accepting this might mean, however, 
depends on who is speaking. For some civil servants, an acceptable solution might 
simply be to keep the conversation superfi cial:  ‘ I would say, in a pragmatic sense, 
that we simply have to accommodate the ambiguity ’ , one said, adding:  ‘ this polit-
ical category, [the  ‘ climate migrant ’ ], everybody has an interest in it remaining 
vague, at least for now ’ . 56  Why ?  Simply because to create the category would be to 
entertain the possibility of creating a new set of protective measures which could 
give more migrants the right to enter and remain in France. Th is is a political non-
starter that was not, for them, worth confronting. 

 But such  ‘ pragmatic ’  resignation is unacceptable to most interviewees. 
Another approach prevails among NGO representatives in particular. Th e  Secours 
Catholique , for instance, off ers a two-pronged strategy. On the one hand, they 
make an explicit case for developing new legal categories and  ‘ specifi c measures to 
address the situation of environmental migrants ’ . 57  Th is case, expressed in a posi-
tion statement targeted at international policy-makers, was developed largely as 
part of their lobbying eff orts to infl uence the formulation of the Global Compact 
on Migration. 58  On the other hand, the  Secours Catholique  representative also 
acknowledged a  ‘ paradox ’  because they  ‘ don ’ t want to fall into over-categorisation 
of people  …  we need to look at, instead of categories, the needs of people, and 
not applying yet another label, which is a fi ction because migrations are multi-
causal ’ . 59  In such cases, my interlocutors attempt to make the ambiguity inherent 
to  ‘ climate migration ’  productive. It allows them to pursue two contradictory 
strategies, at two diff erent scales (international and national), with diff erent 
audiences. 
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 Among French stakeholders, a third attitude to ambiguity is evident. It is the 
approach that would have the ambiguities and defi nitional trouble that surrounds 
the topic of  ‘ climate migration ’  serve as an entry point for the dissemination of 
more nuanced, sophisticated knowledge about climate change, migration, and 
their intersection in all its context-dependent complexity. As argued above, the 
reality of  ‘ climate migration ’  discussions is that stakeholders deploy diff erent terms 
in diff erent contexts, depending on what aspects of the issue they want to under-
line in the moment. Diff erent terms carry diff erent political messages and can 
therefore be directed at diff erent audiences. One NGO interviewee, who had spent 
a long time thinking about these issues, had exactly this attitude. Th ey hoped that 
 ‘ by introducing several words [like displacement], you can complexify the person ’ s 
thinking ’  since it would allow them to show that  ‘ [climate] migration isn ’ t just one 
thing ’ . 60  

 Th e hope here is that discussing  ‘ climate migration ’  can still be useful, not in 
spite of but perhaps  because  of its ambiguous nature. In this view, the concept ’ s 
inherent ambiguity is used as an educational tool, steering the audience  –  other 
NGOs, policy-makers, passers-by at the local fair  –  away from the usual inter-
rogations ( ‘ how many  ‘ climate migrants ’  ?  ’ ) towards more complex and necessary 
questions. Th e diversity of terms available, and their debated defi nitions, serve 
as so many entry points for more extensive, nuanced conversations about the 
multi-causality of migration, the complex patterns of human movement, and the 
appropriate moral and political responses to migrants ’  plights. In contrast, focus-
ing on clearing up ambiguity and pursuing a single terminology poses the risk of 
oversimplifi cation, thus constraining policy options to a narrow set of oft en prob-
lematic and likely counterproductive measures. 61   

   VII.  ‘ Climate Migration ’  for  ‘ Climate Justice ’  ?  
A Diffi  cult Convergence  

 Th e third attitude to ambiguity described above opens the door to a more political 
understanding of the  ‘ climate migration ’  concept ’ s potential usefulness. Th e hope 
harboured by French stakeholders who persist in discussing  ‘ climate migration ’  
was that it could help draw attention to questions of justice and responsibility in 
climate action. In this, they share in a hope cautiously expressed by many academ-
ics and activists who call for a climate justice approach to  ‘ climate migration ’ . For 
example, Klepp and Herbeck argue that  ‘ the inclusion of post-colonial perspec-
tives in the debates on environmental migration can render visible the political 
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nature of climate adaptation choices and reconnect global negotiations to ques-
tions of fair burden sharing in adaptation ’ . 62  Th is concluding section explores how 
French migrant-solidarity NGOs have attempted to do this in practice, and the 
obstacles they face. 

 To illustrate the diffi  culty of using the  ‘ climate migration ’  concept to support 
calls for climate justice, it is worth returning to the case of the DPPDM, start-
ing with the network members ’  initial motivations for discussing environmental 
migrations. Employees in French migrant-solidarity and international-solidarity 
NGOs, of which the network is largely composed, increasingly feel marginalised 
from mainstream political discourse. Migration experts, whether academics or 
practitioners, report that they are forced to argue about the most basic facts of 
migration. Th ings that are well established in migration research and practice 
 –  the dangers of securitising and criminalising migration, the ineff ectiveness of 
European detention-for-deportation regimes, the availability of excellent migra-
tion statistics 63   –  are constantly, exhaustingly challenged if not outright ignored 
by politicians, on social networks, and in the media. Th e case for solidarity with 
migrants appears, in this context, as far from given. 

 By contrast, migrant-solidarity NGOs perceive  ‘ the climate movement ’  as rela-
tively powerful and well accepted. 64  At least, the basic facts of climate change  –  that 
it is anthropogenic, and that mitigation and adaptation measures are required  –  do 
not appear to be greatly contested by French policy-makers and the general public. 
Evidence of this varies widely from study to study and depends on the exact survey 
question considered. While studies are consistent in fi nding that 80 to 90 per 
cent of the surveyed population acknowledges that climate change is happening, 
beliefs regarding its anthropogenic nature and the scale of the required response 
appear harder to assess, with some reporting levels of climate scepticism as low 
as 2.5 per cent, 65  while others fi nd only 57 per cent of respondents agree that climate 
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change is anthropogenic. 66  Additionally, denialist viewpoints circulate primarily 
online and in right-wing conservative media outlets seeking controversy 67  and are 
given little to no space in other outlets. 68  What is certain, however, is that the 
French government has committed  –  in words if not in deeds  –  to climate action. 

 With this in mind, DPPDM network members felt they needed to  ‘ go looking 
for allies in the cause of migrants among climate activists ’  69  and  ‘ to give migra-
tion questions a place in the climate movement ’ . 70  Th ese interviewees expressed 
the hope that since  ‘ speaking about migration only, about the right to asylum, 
about the refugee status, its application, its protection  …  dialogue can become a 
little tense ’ , perhaps  ‘ speaking about climate migration could be another entry to 
speak about migration once again ’ . 71  Perhaps they could  ‘ legitimise the fi ght for 
migration by connecting to the climate question ’  72  and make migrant solidarity 
a feature of climate action in the process. In short: their intention was to at once 
benefi t by association from the climate movement ’ s relative prominence, accept-
ability, and authority in public/political debates  –  a strategy known as  ‘ climate 
 bandwagoning ’  73   –  while centring principles of justice in climate action, including 
migrant justice  in general . 

 Some migrant solidarity NGOs, however, are sceptical of bandwagoning. Th ey 
fear that any discussion of  ‘ climate migration ’  within the climate movement would 
inevitably fall back on familiar expedients: once again recasting  ‘ climate migration ’  
as a threat to the stability of western Nations. 74  My interlocutors oft en justifi ed these 
concerns by pointing to the climate movement ’ s reliance on emergency rhetoric: 
 ‘ You just can ’ t speak about migration as a crisis. ’  Nor can you speak, by exten-
sion, about a  ‘ climate migration ’  crisis. Even as some interviewees took tentative 
steps towards the climate movement, others held back for fear of being led down a 
dangerous path, either antithetical to (migrant) justice, or undermining important 
relationships with other and more sceptical migrant solidarity organisations. 

 All the environment/climate NGO representatives spoken to were well aware 
of the need to avoid alarmist claims about  ‘ climate migration ’ . Th ey had no desire 
to repeat problematic  ‘ climate refugee ’  narratives. Moreover, many called  ‘ climate 
justice ’  their priority. Nonetheless, they hesitated to engage in  ‘ climate migration ’  
debates for several reasons. First, many felt ill-equipped to speak about migration 
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in a suffi  ciently informed manner. Second, they feared that the hyper-politicised 
topic of migration is too polarising. So much so that they fear raising the topic is 
to run the risk of their message being drowned in a hostile public debate about 
migration, or to see their voices dismissed by government politicians and main-
stream news editors if they espouse so-called  ‘ pro-migrant ’  views. One of them 
explained that the mere mention of migration unleashed negative comments on 
their organisation ’ s social media  –  to a degree they did not experience with any 
other topic. Another was reluctant to embrace the  ‘ climate migration ’  concept, 
feeling it was too risky a strategy that could lose them funding from governmen-
tal and corporate sources:  ‘ we don ’ t have a discourse on migration  …  I ’ ve taken 
everything out because it creates division ’ . 75  And third, the two previous reasons 
combined to place migrants among the most diffi  cult climate-vulnerable popula-
tions to defend. Commenting on the work of  Notre Aff aire  à  Tous  (an organisation 
suing the French State for climate inaction) and on climate litigation in general, 
one interviewee explained that  ‘ the migrant is quote-unquote  “ competing ”  with 
other forms of vulnerability in litigation ’ . 76  Many of the conventional litigation 
strategies focused on  ‘ demanding justice, holding to account, etc,  that  helps the 
climate justice narrative move forward, whereas litigation around migration ?  
Th ere ’ s no possibility of developing  that  ’ . 77  Th us, for many in the climate move-
ment today, the concept of  ‘ climate migration ’  appears of little help in pursuing 
climate justice. 

 In short, while (some) French migrant solidarity NGOs hope to legitimise their 
cause by association with the climate movement, (many) environmental NGOs 
fear it might delegitimise their own cause, ultimately diminishing their access and 
infl uence. Having accepted that past discourses on  ‘ climate refugees ’  were prob-
lematic, many environmental NGOs now prefer not to speak about migration at 
all. Th is problem is not new, of course. Th ere is a precedent from 2009, during 
COP15, when environmental and humanitarian NGOs rallied around the concept 
of  ‘ climate refugee ’  to call for climate action. 78  But as Sylvie Ollitrault noted then, 
their alliance was short-lived. 79  Despite the obvious value of an alliance, NGOs felt 
it was  ‘ at the risk of diluting in part their specifi cities ’  and  ‘ being confi ned to a role 
of agitators  …  without infl uencing state positions ’  on climate change. 80  Th is is a 
major challenge for anyone seeking a convergence between  ‘ climate migration ’  and 
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 ‘ climate justice ’  discourses, a challenge which has no obvious resolution. It is clear, 
however, that the challenge needs to be acknowledged and addressed if the  ‘ climate 
migration ’  concept is ever to strengthen  ‘ climate justice ’  agendas in this context.  

   VIII. Conclusion  

 In this chapter, I have shown that the development of policies and projects to 
address  ‘ climate migration ’  face some major obstacles which far too oft en go unre-
marked. Identifying these obstacles require  ‘ climate migration ’  to be treated as an 
issue that is neither obvious, self-evident, or even natural. Such a stance allows for 
a more refi ned analysis of exactly how and why the concept fails to translate to 
policy and practice. Th e perspectives of French policy stakeholders suggest eff orts 
to design policies and projects specifi cally targeting  ‘ climate migrants ’  appear 
inherently fl awed. In the French context at least, potential stakeholders fi nd the 
concept inherently ambiguous. Any attempt to defi ne terms and typologies is 
always contested, because the  ‘ right ’  term to use is highly context-dependent and 
liable to vary over time depending on stakeholders ’  shift ing political objectives, 
ethical values, and communication strategies. Consequently, French stakeholders 
fi nd the  ‘ climate migration ’  concept and its analogues to be too unstable to opera-
tionalise. Th at is, the subject is not clear-cut and operable enough to expend the 
time, money, and eff ort necessary to develop policies and projects around it. 

 Th ese insights are valuable because they go against much received wisdom 
behind calls for better  ‘ climate migration ’  policies. One of the admonitions of this 
chapter is that calls for more and better data on  ‘ climate migration ’   –  while of obvi-
ous value to further academic research aims  –  fail to address fundamental obstacles 
to  ‘ climate migration ’  policy-making and project development. Developing 
 ‘ climate migration ’  policies and projects is less about acquiring new knowledge, 
and more about accounting for the context-dependent political, moral, and prag-
matic considerations of stakeholders involved in these processes. 

 Th e  ‘ climate migration ’  concept ’ s inherent ambiguity and apparent inoperability 
does not mean, however, that all stakeholders have entirely given up on it  –  
although many have  –  not least because the concept is  ‘ continuously returning 
to the scene ’ . 81  Indeed,  ‘ climate migration ’  debates constantly attract newcomers 
seeking to understand the relationship between climate change and migration. 
Acknowledging this, many stakeholders are seeking ways to live with the concept ’ s 
ambiguities and practical limitations. In line with trends in critical  ‘ climate migra-
tion ’  scholarship, many hope that any new discussions about  ‘ climate migration ’  can 
be made to focus less on turning the concept into a tool for project development, 
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and more on introducing new stakeholders to the political and moral issues raised 
by both climate change and migration, especially as they relate to questions of 
responsibility. In this way, they hope that newcomers in debates about the  ‘ climate 
migration ’  concept can be introduced to climate justice agendas. However, as the 
example of the  Des Ponts pas des Murs  NGO network shows, there remain signifi -
cant obstacles to any such convergence.   
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