
Discrimination frequently dictates the ways that members of these communities 
experience shocks. There is now increased recognition that ‘natural’ disasters are often 
social and institutional in character too. Excluded populations such as South Asia’s Dalits, 
for instance, are frequently concentrated in areas like Dhaka’s flood-prone ‘colonies’, 
where lack of access to water and sanitation leaves residents more vulnerable during 
monsoons. They may also be side-lined from emergency assistance in the aftermath 
due to discrimination. Their stigmatization is therefore replicated at every stage and 
may be exacerbated further in the event of displacement, loss of income or illness. 

While vulnerability may reflect a more general lack of resources to invest adequately in 
adaptation measures, this is by no means the whole picture. Even in more affluent countries 
like the United States (US), broader societal inequalities translate into uneven outcomes 
among different groups. The most widely cited example of this is the devastation wrought 
by Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans in 2005 with its disproportionate impact on victims 
belonging to minorities, particularly African Americans. Similar disparities have played out 
in the wake of subsequent disasters since, including Hurricane Sandy in coastal New 
Jersey in 2012 and Hurricane Maria in Puerto Rico in 2017, with minorities worst affected. 

It is nevertheless the case that many communities, especially indigenous peoples, 
have long lived in pristine or fragile ecosystems that are uniquely sensitive to 
the effects of a changing climate. In the Arctic region, where temperatures are 

Executive summary

Climate change poses a profound environmental challenge that will leave 
no country or community untouched. Its social impact, if unaddressed, 
will reinforce inequalities, deepen poverty and leave the world’s most 
marginalized populations in greater insecurity. Minorities and indigenous 
peoples are already living with its consequences, from rising sea levels 
and higher temperatures to increasingly frequent extreme weather events 
such as severe storms. Their isolation and exclusion in many countries 
leave them disproportionately exposed to these negative effects. 
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rising twice as fast as the rest of the planet, Sámi and other indigenous 
communities are struggling to adapt, as melting ice and other impacts 
threaten traditional livelihoods such as reindeer herding. In this instance, 
climate change is one element in a wider context where both human rights 
and the environment are under threat as a result of industrial development 
and the encroachment of activities such as mining on their territories. 

Many aspects of the relationship between climate change and migration remain 
under-explored by researchers and are largely unacknowledged by governments, 
notwithstanding recent initiatives such as the 2018 Global Compact for Safe, Orderly 
and Regular Migration. It is clear that environmental stresses intersect in many 
cases with social, economic and political considerations to increase migration, 
be it voluntary or forced, from rural areas to cities and even across national 
borders. It seems likely, for instance, that for some Central American migrants, 
the decision to head north towards the US may be driven not only by a desire for 
a better life and the need to escape violence in their home countries, but also due 
to negative climate impacts on agriculture and other traditional income sources. 

For pastoralists in sub-Saharan Africa, the ability to migrate to maintain their 
nomadic way of life is increasingly constrained by a range of factors, including 
desertification, drought and reduced rainfall. In Chad, one of the countries most 
vulnerable to climate change, changing weather patterns and increased pressure 
on water and land for grazing has disrupted traditional migration routes and 
exacerbated conflict with sedentary communities as competition for resources 
has intensified. These tensions reflect a long history of intercommunal division and 
discrimination, though Chad has taken steps to reduce these threats through efforts 
to develop better managed migration routes by engaging pastoralists themselves. 

The Pacific is another area where the link between climate change and migration 
– already widespread among many indigenous communities due to the lack of 
economic opportunities in their countries – has become chronic. For low-lying islands 
such as Kiribati, rising sea levels pose an existential threat to a wealth of cultural and 
spiritual traditions tied inextricably to their homelands. Faced with the prospect of its 
territory becoming uninhabitable, the government has been planning the resettlement 
of much of its population. Even if these countries are able to avert a humanitarian 
catastrophe in the decades to come, their unique heritage could face extinction. 



Besides the incalculable loss to the communities affected, the erosion of traditional 
practices and indigenous knowledge systems represents a major blow to global 
efforts to respond effectively to climate change. Across the world, indigenous peoples’ 
unique understanding of local ecosystems and their ability to identify, manage 
and respond to environmental fluctuations, developed over centuries, has enabled 
communities to live sustainably off forests, lakes, rivers and seas while developing 
resilience to flooding, drought and other shocks. Approximately 80 per cent of the 
world’s remaining biodiversity is stewarded by indigenous peoples – a situation that 
would logically justify their place at the centre of environmental decision-making. 

Though there is increasing recognition of the value of traditional knowledge in combating 
climate change, including concerted efforts from scientific and governmental bodies 
to incorporate this learning, indigenous peoples continue to play a marginal role in 
international policy. As a corollary, the commodification of indigenous knowledge 
without consideration of the wider rights of those communities leaves indigenous 
peoples vulnerable to intellectual property theft and other violations. This reflects 
a broader problem of power inequalities that has left minority and indigenous 
communities on the fringes of national and international negotiations around climate 
change. This travesty is heightened by the fact that these communities are among 
those least responsible for its causes, but worst affected by its consequences. 

This is especially evident when it comes to land rights and the continued threat posed 
by mining, plantations, logging and other commercially oriented developments. These 
activities undermine every aspect of their lives and wellbeing, from food security to health, 
and weaken their ability to respond to climate change and other environmental pressures. 
In many cases, the situation is exacerbated by top-down programmes undertaken in the 
name of ‘green’ energy and climate change mitigation. In the Brazilian Amazon, for instance, 
indigenous communities face displacement and flooding following the construction of 
hydroelectric dams such as Belo Monte without their free, prior and informed consent. 
Besides the damage inflicted on local communities, with thousands of lives uprooted, 
the supposed environmental benefits of these developments are increasingly being 
called into question. Conservation has been used as a pretext to force communities 
from their ancestral lands. This is the case for Kenya’s Sengwer people who, despite 
living in the Embobut Forest for centuries, have been violently evicted by Kenya Forest 
Service guards with connections to environmental and climate change programmes 
funded by international donors such as the European Union and the World Bank. 
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Examples such as these demonstrate how immediate climate change impacts intersect 
with a range of other environmental rights issues, from fossil fuel extraction to exposure 
to pollution. While environmental harm caused by fossil fuel extraction is often thought 
of as a different issue, both the processes involved and the uses to which the fossil 
fuel is put are major drivers of global warming. Much fossil fuel extraction takes place 
on communal lands. As a result, indigenous protests around land rights such as the 
Standing Rock demonstrations in the US now increasingly align with climate change 
activism. Similarly, though air pollution in cities may be primarily attributed to the 
immediate effects of fossil fuel consumption rather than long-term climate change 
impacts, it is likely both to contribute to climate change and be exacerbated by it. With 
a number of recent studies suggesting that minorities are on average more exposed to 
air pollution, this signals how closely the issue is tied to a climate justice perspective. 

Ultimately, the vulnerability of minorities, indigenous peoples and other excluded groups 
including women, children, LGBTQ+ people and people with disabilities to climate change 
is a product of a wider backdrop of discrimination, encompassing land, housing, culture, 
livelihoods and migration. The surest means of strengthening communities’ resilience 
is through protection of their fundamental rights to effective participation, identity, land, 
livelihoods and human security. Such an approach could transform communities from 
victims of climate change impacts to leaders of adaptation – a situation that would not 
only support the development of a more equitable global society, but also enhance 
the abilities of humanity as a whole in adapting to the current climate crisis. 



HUMAN RIGHTS AND CLIMATE JUSTICE 

  Mainstream minority and indigenous rights into national and international 
climate change strategies: this requires clear recognition of the rights 
of minorities and indigenous peoples, particularly to their lands as well 
as traditional occupations and livelihoods, with guarantees to full and 
effective participation and consent. Governments should also integrate 
climate change considerations into national development plans, including 
progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and 
addressing the specific concerns of minority and indigenous communities. 

  Establish clear mechanisms to monitor and assess climate change-related 
impacts affecting minorities and indigenous peoples: this should include a 
particular focus on women, children, LGBTQ+ people, people with disabilities 
and other groups who face intersectional discrimination on account of their 
minority or indigenous identity. Governments should also take concrete 
steps to prevent inequitable or exclusionary climate aid and relief through 
disaggregated indicators on the delivery of emergency assistance, resilience 
strengthening and other forms of support.

  Situate climate policies in a broader framework of minority and indigenous 
rights that addresses the root causes of inequality and increased 
vulnerability among these communities: as impacts from climate change 
intersect indirectly with a range of other social, political and institutional 
factors, authorities should develop a holistic approach rooted in concepts 
of climate justice. This includes improving access to water, sanitation and 
waste management services, providing official recognition and protection 
to customary land rights, regularizing land tenure in informal settlements, 
livelihood diversification, improved health care and education. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
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POLITICAL PARTICIPATION 

  Enable minorities and indigenous peoples to engage fully and equitably in 
climate governance and policy development at a national and international 
level: in particular, established global climate bodies such as the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and other 
agencies should establish mechanisms for communities to participate 
meaningfully in negotiations. At a country level, governments should 
establish dedicated platforms to ensure their voices are heard to promote 
locally driven, community-led solutions.   

TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE

  Recognize the rights of minorities and indigenous peoples as custodians of 
their traditions and protect this heritage from expropriation by governments, 
businesses and other groups: while growing interest in traditional knowledge 
and its application to climate adaptation strategies is welcome, this must be 
in line with the right of minorities to meaningful participation and the right of 
indigenous peoples to free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) with respect 
for their right to maintain their lands, resources and intellectual property. 

  Support the integration of traditional practices and knowledge systems into 
adaptation strategies, within a clear rights-based framework: international 
bodies, governments and other actors should make concerted efforts to 
ensure that minorities and indigenous peoples are able to communicate 
their knowledge and perspectives into decision-making processes, 
particularly those affecting them at a local level. This should include 
mandatory reporting in the nationally determined contributions (NDCs) 
of signatory states to the 2015 Paris Agreement on the use of traditional 
knowledge in their adaptation strategies.

LAND RIGHTS

  Enforce the right of minorities and indigenous peoples to their lands and 
the protection of territories from development projects, including those 
threatening to exacerbate climate change: oil extraction, logging and mining 
are all acknowledged threats to local communities that also, through 
excavation of more fossil fuels or the release of carbon stored in forests, 
contribute to climate change.



  Ensure any environmental or conservation programmes are designed and 
implemented within clear rights-based frameworks for any communities 
affected: for example, the risks posed by hydroelectric dam construction, the 
creation of national parks without consultation on minority and indigenous lands 
and other supposedly ‘green’ initiatives to communities should be recognized 
and any developments that violate these rights immediately suspended.  

  Strengthen international solidarity mechanisms, including funding and other 
forms of support, for the most climate vulnerable countries: in particular, 
governments should provide significant resources to Pacific island states at 
risk of inundation from rising sea levels to enable them, as much as possible, 
to remain in their territories if they so wish. While options to migrate voluntarily 
to other countries should be facilitated for residents of affected areas who wish 
to do so as a coping strategy, efforts should also be made to support those who 
wish to stay in their homes through resilience building. 

MIGRATION

  Develop a better understanding and recognition of the linkages between 
climate change and migration, both internally and internationally: despite 
some acknowledgement in the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular 
Migration, governments remain reluctant to acknowledge the potential role of 
climate change as a driver of human mobility, particularly in the case of refugees 
and asylum seekers. This is in part a reflection of the lack of research in this area 
and the need to address these information gaps. 

INTERCOMMUNAL CONFLICT

  Take concrete steps to anticipate and resolve increasing resource shortages 
to reduce intercommunal conflict, particularly between pastoralist and 
sedentary communities: in regions where grazing land and water are 
becoming increasingly scarce, raising the possibility of violent conflict between 
nomadic herders and local farmers, authorities need to bring all parties 
together and negotiate accepted agreements around migration routes and 
timings to resolve tensions.  
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Minorities and Indigenous Peoples 
in an Age of Climate Change

Helle Abelvik-Lawson, Mariam Kizilbash, Joanna James 
and Damien Short

While much of the policy and media discussion around climate 
change focuses on future projections, minorities and indigenous 
peoples across the world are already living with some of its most 
challenging impacts. This is a reflection not only of their relative social, 
economic and political marginalization, but also the close connection 
of many communities with their land and their dependence on local 
resources for their physical and cultural survival. 

Given their long-standing socio-
economic disadvantages and a high 
capacity for sustainable environmental 
stewardship – an estimated 80 
per cent of the planet’s remaining 
biodiversity is cared for by indigenous 
peoples 1 – they are also the least 
responsible for climate change. 

Despite this, they have been largely 
sidelined from policy discussions and 

1 https://unfccc.int/news/indigenous-empowerment-is-vital-for-climate-action
2  UN General Assembly, United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change: Resolution / 

adopted by the General Assembly, 20 January 1994, A/RES/48/189; Kyoto Protocol to the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Dec. 10, 1997, U.N. Doc FCCC/CP/1997/7/
Add.1, 37 I.L.M. 22 (1998).

decision-making at an international 
level. The 1992 United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) and its 1997 Kyoto 
Protocol, for instance, while seen 
as important forums to present key 
issues of justice and human rights 
alongside international climate policy, 
made no mention of minorities or 
indigenous peoples. 2 The situation 
has improved to some extent in 



recent years, with many minority and 
indigenous activists working hard to 
engage with UN climate negotiations: 
encouragingly, the preamble to the Paris 
Agreement 2015 specifically mentions 
the rights of indigenous peoples 
while noting that climate change is 
a common concern of humankind. 

While uncertainties remain about the 
different possible scenarios that climate 
change will bring, with our ability to 
respond now to address its causes 
and impacts playing an important role 
in this, the effects will undoubtedly be 
severe and wide-ranging in many parts 
of the world, with higher temperatures, 
unpredictable rainfall and a host of 
knock-on effects. This chapter explores 
the ways climate change will play out 
in different contexts across the world, 
with reference to the broader context 
of minorities and indigenous peoples. 
Among other areas, it looks at:

•  The role of discrimination in 
increasing vulnerability to climate 
change impacts, with reference to 
the exposure of Dalit communities 
in Bangladesh and India to flooding 
and their exclusion from official 
disaster response mechanisms, 
as well as the impacts of storms 
and hurricanes on minority and 
indigenous communities in the 
United States (US) and Caribbean. 

•  Ecological fragility, livelihoods 
and development, exploring 
how climate change threatens 
to undermine traditional herding 
among Arctic communities, while 
‘green’ programmes such as dam 
construction in the Brazilian Amazon 
are causing further problems 
for indigenous populations. 

•  Traditional knowledge and the 
threat of cultural extinction, 
drawing out some of the pressures 
and adaptive responses to 
climate change pursued by 

indigenous Pacific Islanders in 
the face of rising sea levels. 

•  Land rights and the threat of 
evictions, focusing on the situation 
of Uganda’s Batwa and how their 
long history of discrimination, 
particularly their removal from 
their ancestral land in the Bwindi 
Forest, has left them more exposed 
to food insecurity, poor health 
and other impacts connected 
in part to climate change. 

•  Migration as a consequence of 
climate change, with a brief overview 
of the role environmental stress 
may be playing in driving migration 
from Central America to the US. 

Ultimately, the vulnerability of minorities, 
indigenous peoples and other 
marginalized groups including women, 
children, elderly people and people 
with disabilities to climate change is 
also a reflection of a much broader 
context of discrimination, spanning 
land, housing, culture, livelihoods 
and migration. A central element 
in improving the resilience of these 
groups depends on the willingness 
of governments, businesses and other 
actors to fully respect these rights. 

Increased vulnerability as 
a result of social exclusion

Minorities and indigenous peoples 
are typically more vulnerable to the 
impacts of climate change than majority 
populations due to a range of factors. 
For minorities, these can include extreme 
relative poverty and their location in 
peripheral or degraded urban areas 
that are disproportionately exposed 
to extreme weather and heat. This begins 
with their location, with minorities and 
indigenous peoples often concentrated 
in regions that are especially exposed to 
climate change impacts such as higher 
temperatures, rising sea levels and 
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flooding. This may be in part because 
of the location of their settlements in 
naturally risk-prone places such as 
riverbanks and vulnerable coastlines, 
but may also be a reflection of the social 
marginalization of the areas they reside 
in – a location near an environmentally 
hazardous landfill site, for instance, or 
an informal settlement without basic 
services such as sanitation and waste 
management. This can leave them 
not only more exposed to the impacts 
of an extreme weather event but also 
less able to recover from the shocks. 

For many members of minorities, 
particularly the most marginalized 
groups within them, the environmental 
burden of climate change is 
exacerbated by social inequalities. 
Consequently, one of the most effective 
means to address climate change is 
to support the resilience of high-risk 
groups such as minorities, indigenous 
peoples and the poor through rights-
based policies to land, services and 
other basic needs. Unfortunately, 
government responses to climate 
change impacts can often exacerbate 
the situation for poorer populations. In 
Jakarta, for instance, the world’s fastest 
‘sinking’ city, colonial-era Kampung 
settlements – urban villages where 
land tenure is irregular – are now 
frequently cleared as part of Jakarta’s 
‘river normalization’ programme, 
developed with technical expertise 
from the Netherlands. This example 
illustrates how top-down, technocratic 
responses to climate change can, 
without adequate consultation and 
respect for human rights, compound 
the problems of environmental stress 
for poor and marginalized communities. 

The role that social discrimination 
can play in deepening vulnerability to 
climate change is typically felt at every 
stage of a disaster, with marginalized 
groups not only more exposed to these 

impacts but also frequently overlooked 
by authorities in the aftermath. 
Government recovery and preventative 
measures can overlook minority or 
indigenous communities and their lack 
of resettlement options and resources. 
Following a storm, those who are forced 
to move may even be unable to return 
to their coastal homes and traditional 
livelihoods as a result of government 
policies. This dynamic was apparent 
in the Philippines following Typhoon 
Haiyan, known locally as Yolanda, 
where authorities earmarked the land 
customarily occupied by fisher folk as 
the ‘Salvage Zone’. This prohibited the 
construction of any private structures, 
effectively evicting the displaced groups 
from their homes, without funding 
for appropriate replacement housing 
– a policy that left those affected in 
an even more precarious situation.

Other barriers to inclusive adaptation 
and resilience include language: 
linguistic minorities may suffer as 
a result of being unable to access 
technical information and warnings 
about extreme weather events. In 
Australia, for example, members 
of indigenous communities in the 
Northern Territory were unprepared 
for the impacts of Tropical Cyclone 
Trevor in March 2019, as information 
about the path of the cyclone was 
only provided in English. Hundreds 
self-evacuated as the cyclone made 
landfall, unable to understand the 
updated information from the Bureau 
of Meteorology that suggested their 
town would remain unscathed. Any 
information that was translated was 
related to health warnings, such as 
to boil water before consuming it, but 
the translations did not extend to the 
path of the storm or predictions of the 
places that would be most affected.



Flooding in South Asia:  
Pre-existing discrimination 
leaves Dalit communities 
more vulnerable to shocks
Across South Asia, Dalit communities 
frequently reside in the least hospitable 
environments in urban and rural areas, 
including forests, and are often among 
the worst affected by environmental 
shocks. Yet the present institutional 
mechanisms for disaster management 
generally do not recognize these 
vulnerabilities, meaning that the 
immediate impacts of a disaster may 
be exacerbated by institutional neglect.

Many Dalits in Bangladesh and India 
live in the heavily populated urban 
areas of the coastal Bay of Bengal 
region, the largest bay in the world. 
Dalits have faced the triple pressures 
of discrimination, severe poverty and 
environmental stress for centuries. These 
vulnerabilities are set to deepen with 
climate change, however, with Dalits 
further disadvantaged by a lack of equity 
in adaptation and mitigation response. 

Because of its geography, Bangladesh 
is widely considered to be one of the 
countries in the world most vulnerable 
to climate change. Climate change in 
this region is expected to continue to 
cause accelerating cyclones, inland 
and coastal flooding, low water levels 
and drought, salinization of fresh-water 
supplies and riverbank erosion. This 
will in turn have impacts on the food 
security of Dalits, who depend on fish 
from the Bay of Bengal and crops from 
coastal land areas. Although impacts are 
accelerating, they are not new: a long-
term flood in 1988 prevented farmers 
from planting their crops in time, leading 
to a 45 per cent loss in production. 
Further unexpected weather changes 
in future will reduce the availability of 

3  Sugden, F., de Silva, S., Clement, F., Maskey-Amatya, N., Ramesh, V., Philip, A. and Bharati, L., 
A Framework to Understand Gender and Structural Vulnerability to Climate Change in the Ganges 
River Basin: Lessons from Bangladesh, India and Nepal, IMWI Working Paper 159, 2014, p. 3.

subsistence and land-based resources 
for rural Dalits in Bangladesh.3 

The continued movement towards 
urban areas of rural Bangladeshis is 
particularly concerning, due to the strain 
put on coastal cities like Dhaka, which 
are themselves suffering from rising 
waters and difficulty recovering from 
extreme monsoon seasons. With as 
many as 400,000 migrants arriving in 
Dhaka every year, many of whom are 
driven in part by environmental shocks 
in the countryside, the city – already 
prone to frequent flooding – must now 
contend with the effects of a warming 
climate, with rising sea levels and 
melting Himalayan glaciers likely to 
expose vulnerable areas to even greater 
risks. The impacts are likely to impact on 
Dhaka’s most marginalized populations, 
such as Dalits, who make up many of 
the poorest slum dwellers in the city’s 
‘sweeper colonies’, so-called because 
many residents are employed as waste 
pickers. Government evictions from 
these colonies are common, and for 
Dalits there are few protections from 
discrimination. While there are few 
detailed studies on these vulnerable 
communities, there are known water 
and sanitation risks to Dalit communities 
in Dhaka due to the city’s high flood 
risks, a vulnerability that will continue to 
increase as the climate crisis escalates.

It is not only in Dhaka that floods 
are an issue for Dalit communities. 
Following flooding in 2015 in Chennai, 
the capital of India’s Tamil Nadu state, 
Dalit families were worst hit but were 
reportedly neglected during relief efforts. 
Furthermore, the burden of cleaning 
the city once floodwaters receded fell 
to Dalits, who are typically engaged 
in janitorial labour. Thousands of Dalit 
workers were mobilized from around 
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the state for the month-long clean-up 
operation. Handling 8,000 to 10,000 
tons of garbage every day during the 
floods, containing mixed materials 
including electric and medical waste, 
a vast majority of Dalit janitors faced 
both the stigma of caste and ‘dirty 
work’, with continued job and economic 
insecurity and little access to health 
care and employment benefits.4 

Dalit women are particularly vulnerable 
to climate impacts due to intersectional 
discrimination on the basis of gender as 
well as caste. Systemic discrimination 
propagated by the Hindu caste system 
has prevented most Dalits from owning 
property, with the large majority of 
Dalit farmers in Tamil Nadu engaged 
as landless labourers. The situation is 
even more acute, however, for Dalit 
women given the gender imbalances 
in land ownership – women comprise 
less than 14 per cent of agricultural land 
holders in India as a whole – leaving 
them even more vulnerable to climate 
change impacts. With established 
weather patterns increasingly disrupted, 
communities are now struggling to 
adapt, with more intense cyclones 
and unpredictable rainfall patterns that 
combine periods of heavy rain and 
drought. In this context, some Dalit 
women have taken up collective farming 
to survive, a remarkable step given 
the deep-seated barriers they face 
in accessing land. This arrangement 
offers the possibility of greater security 
and autonomy in future, but collective 
members face the challenge not 
only of inundation, water scarcity and 
contamination of crops, but also the 
additional burden of discrimination, 
including harassment, higher rents 
and other exclusionary practices.5 

4  Mahalingam, R., Jagannathan, S. and Selvaraj, P., ‘Decasticization, dignity, and “dirty work” at 
the intersections of caste, memory, and disaster’, Business Ethics Quarterly 29(2), April 2019, 
pp. 213–39.

5 Kolachalam, N., ‘Caste, the patriarchy, and climate change’, Slate, 15 February 2019.

North America and the Caribbean: 
Minorities and indigenous peoples 
continue to be excluded in the 
wake of natural disasters
Though many developing countries 
may struggle to raise sufficient 
resources to invest in effective 
adaptation strategies, the situation 
in many developed countries 
also illustrates that, in contexts 
of inequality, certain groups may 
still be disproportionately affected. 
Relief and recovery efforts can also 
disadvantage urban minorities and 
coastal indigenous communities, who 
may receive less assistance than the 
majority population. Earlier disasters in 
the US, like Hurricane Katrina in 2005, 
had huge negative effects on minorities 
living in and around New Orleans 
compared to the white population.

In the US, the threat of sea-level rises 
and storms is particularly stark for 
coastal indigenous communities and 
socio-economically vulnerable ethnic 
minorities. In Louisiana, where land 
has been lost steadily to the sea, the 
Isle de Jean Charles, in the bayous of 
the Delta, has reduced from 22,400 
acres to 320 due to a combination 
of rising water, erosion, subsidence 
and a series of hurricanes, including 
Hurricane Katrina in 2007 and Hurricane 
Isaac in 2012. The Band of Biloxi-
Chitimacha-Choctaw, who have lived 
on the island for two centuries, are now 
being relocated to safer ground as part 
of a government-brokered resettlement 
programme. Yet the process has 
itself proved acrimonious as tribal 
leaders have accused the authorities 
of sidelining them from the process 
and failing to respect their rights to 
continued autonomy over the land.



A young girl 
is carried by 
her father in 
the Astrodome 
stadium in 
Houston, Texas, 
where refugees 
received food 
and shelter 
following 
Hurricane 
Katrina. 

Reuters / Carlos 
Barria

Other disasters in the US have 
illustrated that, despite the country’s 
wealth and resources, environmental 
shocks can still have severe impacts 
on minorities, indigenous peoples 
and other groups with limited power 
or resources. Research has shown 
that, in the aftermath of Hurricane 
Sandy’s passage of destruction 
through central and coastal New 
Jersey in 2012, ethnic minorities 
went for a longer period as evacuees, 
without power or heat. Furthermore, 
Hispanic residents had more acute 
health care needs and lacked access 
to medical care centres serving those 
without insurance.6 Age, disability 
and gender are also important factors 
dictating the effect of natural disasters 
on marginal groups: the average 

6  Burger, J., Gochfeld, M., Pittfield, T. and Jeitner, C., ‘Responses of a vulnerable Hispanic population 
in New Jersey to Hurricane Sandy: Access to care, medical needs, concerns, and ecological 
ratings’, Journal of Toxicology and Environmental Health, Part A 80(6), March 2017, pp. 315–25.

7  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, ‘Deaths associated with Hurricane Sandy: October–
November 2012’, 24 May 2013.

age among the victims of Sandy, for 
instance, was around 60 years old.7 
 
A similar picture emerges in Puerto 
Rico in the wake of Hurricane Maria 
in 2017, where the median age of 
adults who stayed behind or died 
was 50 years old and mortality rates 
were highest for the oldest, poorest 
residents. An ‘unincorporated territory’ 
of the US, with no voting member 
in the US Congress, Puerto Rico is 
populated mainly by Hispanic, mixed-
race and other minority groups. In the 
aftermath of the storm it appeared 
that Puerto Rico was neglected by the 
US federal government, which failed 
to offer adequate aid and assistance. 
Anger in Puerto Rico at the slow 
response from the central government 
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was further inflamed when mayor of 
San Juan and other officials were 
attacked by President Donald Trump in 
early 2019 as ‘incompetent or corrupt’, 
while still being denied appropriate 
funds to remedy the situation. 

Hurricane Maria also left significant 
damage on Dominica, a Caribbean 
island with a population of just over 
70,000. Dominica was particularly 
hard hit by Hurricane Maria on 
18 September 2017. Its Kalinago 
population, at around 3,000-strong, is 
now the largest group of indigenous 
people in the East Caribbean; they live 
on communally owned land, making 
a living from forest products and 
handicrafts. However, their territory 
took a direct hit from Hurricane Maria, 
cutting off all communications and 
creating serious water shortages. 
Furthermore, their geographic location 
meant that aid was slow to reach the 
area. Indeed, new reports suggested 
that food, water and other supplies that 
were earmarked for the region never 
made it out of Roseau, Dominica’s 
capital city. Though community 
rebuilding efforts were supported by 
faith groups, foreign funds and local 
private sector companies, these were 
hampered by the general lack of 
availability of materials in Dominica; 
these had to be sourced from nearby 
St Lucia. However, building standards 
were raised as a result, diminishing 
concerns that repeat storms within 
the 2018 season would cause as 
much damage. This suggests that 
the government has tried to use the 
experience of Hurricane Maria to build 
greater climate impact resilience: 
for example, officials and Kalinago 
community members have worked 
together on disaster preparedness 
training to assess failures and 
improve future responses. While 
Dominica’s recovery was constrained 
by underdevelopment at a national 

level and a relatively small amount of 
available funding, there was at least 
clear leadership on resilience-building 
and efforts to reduce the Kalinago 
community’s vulnerabilities – a striking 
contrast to the Trump administration’s 
response to Puerto Rico. 

Ecological fragility, 
livelihoods and development 

The reliance of many minority and 
indigenous communities on local 
resources such as lakes and forests 
leaves them vulnerable to loss of 
livelihoods as a result of climate 
change, as flooding, droughts and 
wildfires place increasing pressure 
on scarce water, land and food. This 
is particularly the case for those 
situated in fragile environments, such 
as the Amazon or the Arctic, where 
environmental shifts, combined with 
other factors such as pollution and 
illegal logging, have complex and wide 
ranging effects on communities’ ability 
to maintain their traditional livelihoods. 
This predicament is exacerbated by 
the fact that, when development is 
brought into their areas, minority and 
indigenous residents are often left 
worse off than before. In Colombia, for 
example, the world’s second-largest 
cultivator of sugarcane after Brazil, 
minority Afro-Colombian communities 
in the area surrounding Cali, in the 
coastal state of Valle de Cauca, 
have seen their traditional farming 
practices threatened by the increasing 
presence of the sugarcane industry. 
The arrival of large-scale agriculture, 
while undermining the sustainability 
of smallholdings, has done little to 
address the high levels of poverty 
and unemployment in the area.

Across the world, communities are also 
struggling against multilateral attempts 
to offset carbon emissions and seek 



low-carbon energy alternatives to 
global energy markets. Ancestral lands 
and traditional livelihoods are under 
threat from schemes such as mega-
agrofuel cultivation, the establishment 
of large windfarms, the mining of rare 
minerals for batteries, hydroelectric dam 
building in tropical rainforest areas and 
international climate schemes for ‘clean 
development’ and forest conservation. 
In addition, many indigenous and 
minority communities continue to suffer 
from the common encroachments of 
fossil fuel extraction, in some places 
made more accessible by climate 
impacts. For example, communities 
in the Arctic are fighting against both 
a warming environment and ongoing 
plans to drill for or transport oil through 
the formerly impassable frozen Arctic.

One major global forest conservation 
scheme, the UN Programme on 
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation 
and Forest Degradation (REDD+), has 
been accused by critics of undermining 
community land rights and causing 
conflict among numerous indigenous 
communities in sub-Saharan Africa and 
Latin America.8 Other ‘conservation’ 
programmes, some with significant 
funding from international donors, 
have also resulted in widespread 
displacement of communities from their 
land. One of the most egregious cases 
in this regard is the situation of Kenya’s 
indigenous Sengwer who, despite living 
for centuries in the Embobut Forest, have 
been subjected to repeated evictions 
by Kenya Forest Service (KFS) guards 
from their lands, with hundreds of homes 
burned down and many injured in the 
process. A number of projects, including 
a World Bank project and more recently 
a forest conservation and climate 
change mitigation programme funded 

8  Raftopoulos, M. and Short, D. ‘Implementing free prior and informed consent: The United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007), the challenges of REDD+ and the 
case for the precautionary principle’, International Journal of Human Rights, February 2019.

by the European Union (EU), have been 
accused of complicity in these abuses. 
A leaked 2014 report by the World 
Bank’s independent inspection panel 
revealed that the Sengwer community 
had written to it after thousands had 
been evicted from a reserve in the 
name of forest conservation; the panel 
accepted that there had been ‘a lack of 
recognition of customary rights’ as well 
as inadequate assessment of the risk 
that the KFS would engage in forced 
evictions. In 2018, the EU suspended 
funding on this project in response to 
these and other reports. In addition to 
the trauma of displacement, uprooted 
Sengwer are also struggling to develop 
new livelihood opportunities without 
access to the forest resources on 
which their livelihoods depended. 

Dams, plantations and mining in 
Latin America: The devastation 
of indigenous communities 
by ‘green’ development 
Over the past half century, numerous 
hydroelectric dam schemes have been 
constructed in the Brazilian Amazon, 
flooding hundreds of square kilometres 
of indigenous territories used for hunting, 
fishing and the practice of indigenous 
traditions closely connected to the river 
and rainforest. Many of these dams 
are considered ‘low carbon’, despite 
being responsible for high levels of 
dangerous greenhouse gases such 
as methane – far more warming than 
CO2 in the short term – by inundating 
vast areas of methane-releasing 
vegetation. Despite their harmful impact, 
however, these schemes have received 
funding from the international Clean 
Development Mechanism (CDM) on 
the understanding that hydroelectricity 
is a low-emitting form of energy 
production, despite the growing body 
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of evidence on dams in tropical regions 
suggesting that this is far from true.9 

The largest and perhaps most infamous, 
the Belo Monte Dam, started in 2019. 
The dam and its reservoirs displaced 
around 20,000 indigenous people 
from their ancestral lands, including 
the Kayapó, Juruna, Arara and Xikrin 
peoples. Plans for hydroelectric dams 
in another part of the southern Brazilian 
Amazon, in this case to create a ‘soy 
hydroway’ from the south to the Amazon 
river delta, were shelved in 2016, to 
the relief of the Munduruku people 
indigenous to the region. The revival 
of such projects following the election 
of President Jair Bolsonaro remains a 
concern for indigenous communities 
whose cultural survival and physical 
existence depends on the river and 
surrounding forests. Other forms of 
supposedly ‘green’ development, such 
as monoculture for low-carbon fuels, 
have also devastated indigenous 
communities in Brazil. In the Brazilian 
Mato Grosso do Sul, for instance, bio-
ethanol fuel producers have uprooted 
thousands of Kaiowá and Guaraní 
community members, displacing them 
from land to which they have rights 
enshrined in the Brazilian Constitution:10 
some 258 community leaders have 
been murdered in the state between 
2003 and 2011, and there are signs 
of a growing suicide crisis among 
indigenous youth in the area. 

Similar challenges, including lithium 
extraction, are also evident elsewhere 
in Latin America. Global automobile 
companies are investing in lithium 
mining to ensure a steady supply of 

9  Deemer, B., Harrison, J., Li, S., Beaulieu, J., DelSontro, T., Barros, N. et al., ‘Greenhouse gas 
emissions from reservoir water surfaces: A new global synthesis’, BioScience 66(11), November 
2016, pp. 949–64.

10  Fois, F. and Machado, S. ‘Blood in bio-ethanol: How indigenous peoples’ lives are being 
destroyed by global agribusiness in Brazil’, The Conversation, 30 August 2018.

11  Abelvik-Lawson, H., Indigenous Environmental Rights, Participation and Lithium Mining in 
Argentina and Bolivia: A Socio-legal Analysis, Doctoral thesis, University of Essex, forthcoming.

the metal for batteries in their electric 
car ranges. In the so-called ‘Lithium 
Triangle’ of the Andean border regions 
of Argentina, Bolivia and Chile, lithium 
miners are encroaching on indigenous 
territories where salt is traditionally 
cultivated and harvested to ‘mine’ 
water by evaporating lithium-rich 
brines. Lithium mining is thought by 
some scientists to lower the water 
table, causing further problems for 
communities struggling with drought 
in the driest region in the world.11 
The growth of this industry also has the 
potential to contaminate land with the 
chemicals used to extract lithium from 
other elements. While this industry is 
already growing rapidly, the implications 
of lithium mining are unknown at 
scale, meaning the transition towards 
electric cars in the global North will 
likely have unintended consequences 
for local indigenous communities. 

Higher temperatures in the Arctic: Loss 
of livelihoods for indigenous reindeer 
herders and a way of life under threat
The Arctic is warming twice as fast as 
anywhere else on Earth. As the Arctic’s 
sea-ice melts, the ‘albedo’ effect of 
the region’s usually high surface-
reflectivity is reduced, accelerating 
heat absorption. Furthermore, there is 
a high risk of runaway climate change 
as a result of methane release from 
under the permafrost in northern 
Canada and Russia’s Siberia. This will 
have untold consequences for human 
life in the region and through knock-on 
impacts on global sea temperatures, 
and an accompanying impact on the 
development of extreme weather, such 
as storms. In this context, northern 



indigenous peoples – from Canadian 
Inuit, Métis and First Nations, to Sámi 
and Nenets indigenous reindeer 
herders in the Nordic countries and 
Russia respectively – are facing the 
domino effect of loss of livelihoods 
and associated traditional cultures. 

The Sámi indigenous communities of 
northern Europe are those inhabiting 
Sápmi, a region encompassing parts 
of northern Sweden, Norway, Finland 
and the Kola Peninsula of Russia. 
Defining who is Sámi for statistical 
purposes is not always straightforward 
and often refers to those who either 
speak or have ancestors who speak 
Sámi languages. Sámi are spread 
over a large geographical area and 
have long engaged in reindeer 
herding as a livelihood. Although the 
majority now depend on other forms 
of livelihood, the practice continues 
to form a large part of their indigenous 
identity. Their population is estimated 
at 20,000 to 40,000 in Sweden, 50,000 
to 65,000 in Norway, 8,000 to 10,000 
in Finland and 2,000 in Russia.

Arctic air temperatures for the period 
2014–18 have exceeded all previous 
records since 1900. With higher 
temperatures leading to more rainfall, 
the snow cover in many areas has 
become coated in a hard layer of ice. 
Also, higher warming rates in winter 
have been recorded, as well as more 
rain in winter. There has also been 
less snow, even where winter rain is 
increasing, and more frequent extreme 
weather such as storms, alongside 
coastal erosion, diminishing sea-ice, 
melting permafrost and acidification. 
An ice-free Arctic Ocean in the summer 
is expected within the next two decades. 
Given the fragile balance at play in the 

12  Kelman, I. and Naess, M., ‘Climate change and migration for Scandinavian 
Sámi: A review of possible impacts’, Climate 7(4), 2019, p. 47.

13  Hassler, S., Johansson, R., Sjölander, P., Grönberg H. and Damber, L., ‘Cause of death in the Sami 
population of Sweden, 1961–2000’, International Journal of Epidemiology 34(3), June 2005.

Arctic ecosystem, there is speculation 
that climate change impacts could in 
the long term interact with other factors 
to trigger even more serious outcomes – 
for example, the possibility that melting 
ice sheets in Antarctica and Greenland 
could result in sea levels rising by 
dozens of metres in centuries to come.12 

The implications of these impacts are 
further complicated by their wide ranging 
implications for different elements of the 
local ecosystem, from large predators 
like lynx, wolverines and brown bears 
to vegetation. In particular, winter thaws, 
rain-on-snow and refreezing events are 
projected to increase, creating ice crust 
and negatively affecting reindeer pasture 
conditions, since reindeer cannot dig 
for their lichen-based nutrition from 
underneath the layer of hard ice. Climate 
change also undermines traditional 
Sámi’s reindeer-herding skills and 
knowledge: increasingly unpredictable 
weather conditions make it much harder 
for herders to foresee changes in the 
way they could previously. It is also 
important to situate the challenges of 
climate change in the broader context 
of marginalization that many Sámi 
experience, as well as the ways these 
contribute to poorer health outcomes in 
certain areas – for example, higher levels 
of work-related accidents and suicide.13 
As the traditional cultural-ecological 
framework of the Sámi consists of the 
eallu (the reindeer) and the kinship-
based communal structure that 
manages reindeer herding work in its 
own area, social structures among 
reindeer-herding Sámi in the Nordic 
countries will be severely affected by 
climate change. Though many Sámi 
do not engage in reindeer husbandry 
themselves, other activities such as 
farming and fishing also have a strong 
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basis in Sámi traditional knowledge. 
As the Arctic climate shifts, the use 
of traditional knowledge for future 
operational decision-making is likely 
to prove more challenging. While 
potentially remaining relevant in 
supporting community structures and 
coherence, climate change is likely 
to change the relationship of Sámi to 
their northern environments and to their 
traditional livelihoods.14 These pressures 
are likely to be exacerbated by national 
infrastructure developments such as 
windfarms and hydroelectric dams.

In northern Russia, where the 
indigenous Nenets people have been 
hunting and harnessing reindeer 
during their migrations for centuries, 
unexpected impacts on health are 

14  Rees, W., Stammler, F., Danks, F. and Vitebsky, P., ‘Vulnerability of European reindeer husbandry 
to global change’, Climate 87, 2008, pp. 199–217.

15  Amstislavski, P., Zubov, L., Chen, H., Ceccato, P., Pekel, J. and Weedon, J., ‘Effects of increase 
in temperature and open water on transmigration and access to health care by the Nenets 
reindeer herders in northern Russia’, International Journal of Circumpolar Health 72, 2013.

also occurring. A nomadic people, 
their unique culture is tied closely 
to their environment, with reindeer-
herding and tundra stewardship 
playing a crucial role. Temperature 
changes and shorter winters have led 
to expanding bodies of water, causing 
landscape shifts and disrupting 
traditional migration patterns. Given 
their isolation in the Russian far north, 
climate change is already expected 
to have far-reaching consequences 
on access to health care, as well 
as on the social fabric of local 
indigenous communities reliant upon 
a threatened species and its grazing 
lands for their subsistence and 
cultural life.15 Women are likely to be 
at a disadvantage when they require 
antenatal care, giving an indication of 

A Sami woman 
herding reindeer 
in Árdni, Norway. 
Panos / Abbie 
Trayler-Smith



the extra vulnerabilities faced by more 
vulnerable segments of the indigenous 
communities in these regions.

Sometimes changes are too gradual to 
be clearly attributable to climate change. 
As news reports continue to state that it 
is impossible to attribute single extreme 
weather events to climate change, 
as the science is so complex, many 
indigenous communities in the Arctic 
are also focused on the more immediate 
dangers to their lands and ways of life. 
For example, some Inuit representatives 
view the opening up of the Arctic to 
oil and gas and shipping companies 
as another pressing threat. These 
developments are themselves a result 
of warming temperatures reshaping 
the waterways at the top of the world.

Traditional knowledge 
and the threat of 
cultural extinction

There is already some 
acknowledgement internationally 
that indigenous peoples, due to their 
land-stewardship traditions, can 
assist in stemming the causes of the 
crisis and even assess the changes 
at scales and through recorded 
baselines that are inaccessible for 
scientific researchers. However, there 
is still limited understanding at both 
a national and global level of the 
true extent of the challenges that 
indigenous peoples and minority 
communities will face in the coming 
decades – indeed, are already facing 
– as a result of climate change. 
This is in part due to the inequitable 
structures of the international climate 
governance regime. Only nation-state 

16  Belfer, E., Ford, J., Maillet, M., Araos, M. and Flynn, M., ‘Pursuing an indigenous platform: Exploring 
ppportunities and constraints for indigenous participation in the UNFCCC’, Global Environmental 
Politics 19(1), February 2019, pp. 12–33.

17  De la Riva, M.V., Lindner, A. and Pretzsch, J., ‘Assessing adaptation – Climate change and 
indigenous livelihood in the Andes of Bolivia’, Journal of Agriculture and Rural Development 
in the Tropics and Subtropics (JARTS) 114(2), 2013, pp. 109–22.

delegations are participants, with other 
stakeholders relegated to observer 
status, and the expense of attending 
multiple meetings a year can be 
prohibitive.16 This leaves little space for 
minority and indigenous populations to 
participate in these processes, despite 
their disproportionate vulnerability to 
climate change impacts in many cases. 

While traditional knowledge is invaluable 
for documenting and adapting to shifts 
in weather patterns, in many areas this 
resource is diminishing and with it the 
ability of communities to respond to 
climate change impacts. For example, 
in Andean Bolivia the indigenous 
practice of environmental observation 
rituals to predict weather – for example, 
a red sunset signifies humidity, a yellow 
moon indicates rain and so on – is now 
at risk of being lost, with many younger 
members of the community lacking 
what was until recently universal 
knowledge among this group.17  

Nevertheless, efforts are being made 
to ensure that the extensive experience 
of indigenous peoples is not overlooked 
and is even brought into effective 
adaptation strategies. It is vital, though, 
that this process is conducted equitably, 
with the free, prior and informed consent 
of the communities in question and 
with proper protocols, including those 
safeguarding intellectual property 
rights. Given their many experiences 
of intellectual and cultural expropriation 
by corporations and governments, 
indigenous activists have repeatedly 
highlighted that climate change 
strategies should not simply ‘take’ 
traditional knowledge but fully integrate 
a broader framework of indigenous 
rights into any adaptation framework. 
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Rising sea levels in 
the Pacific: Indigenous 
communities struggle 
to keep their homes 

The total disappearance of human 
settlements and their associated 
ancestral cultures is a problem well 
understood by those inhabiting the 
lowest-lying Pacific Islands, comprising 
nations such as Kiribati, Tuvalu and 
Vanuatu. Parts of these islands have 
been all but submerged and a number 
made partially or fully uninhabitable. 

With worst-case ‘business as usual’ 
scenarios foreseeing that sea levels 
worldwide could rise by 2 metres (above 
year 2000 levels) by 2100, nations 
built on these islands with the lowest 
elevations will likely have few options 
but to reclaim land or depart for other 
islands or countries elsewhere. With 
this in mind, the government of Kiribati 
has pre-emptively purchased land on 
a larger Pacific island, Fiji, to enable 
the resettlement of their population. 

The Pacific region already struggles 
with a number of complex societal 
issues related to both a long colonial 
history and an increasingly globalized 
present, with concerns about issues 
such as sovereignty, human rights, 
health, education, employment, 
tourism and cultural sustainability 
attracting considerable attention and 
debate. These issues have become 
all the more acute in the face of 
rising seawaters. Even the larger and 
more populous Pacific Islands, such 
as the Marshall Islands and Fiji, are 
facing challenges protecting water 
supplies from storm surges and 
‘king tides’ that not only exacerbate 

18  Farbotko, C., ‘No retreat: Climate change and voluntary immobility in the Pacific Islands’, 
Migration Policy, 13 June 2018.

19  Barnett, J., ‘The dilemmas of normalising losses from climate change: Towards hope for Pacific 
atoll countries’, Asia Pacific Viewpoint 58(1), 2017, pp. 3–13.

sea-level rises but accelerate the 
salinization of fresh-water supplies. 

Land is crucial to Pacific Islanders’ 
indigenous worldviews and identities. 
For example, the Fijian concept of 
vanua ties the spiritual identity of 
a community to its place, making the 
two inseparable. This is one reason why, 
despite the considerable challenges 
of remaining in some areas, Pacific 
governments such as Fiji and Tuvalu 
are working with communities to 
ensure the option of remaining in situ, 
with a view to maintaining human 
rights and dignity.18 At the same 
time, Kiribati’s Migration with Dignity 
Policy is also working to strengthen 
international links to the i-Kiribati 
diaspora with schemes for managing 
voluntary, temporary labour migration 
– an approach that could help prevent 
more permanent forms of migration. 

Nevertheless, these choices are stark: 
loss of land appears inevitable, and 
some form of adaptation or migration 
will become necessary. However, the 
widespread ‘normalization’ of the idea 
that climate change may cause the 
complete loss of many atoll countries 
is problematic, and also assumes 
little or limited agency among atoll 
peoples. Research from Fiji has found 
that this situation is particularly difficult 
for the island’s youth, who will not only 
bear the burden of climate change’s 
direct impacts, but will also ultimately 
shoulder much of the responsibility 
for ensuring that effective adaptation 
activities are implemented. This poses 
particular challenges in a context 
where decision-making structures 
remain hierarchical and knowledge 
on climate change is still limited.19 
 



With rising sea levels, it is estimated 
that millions of indigenous Pacific 
Islanders will be forced to migrate 
and resettle elsewhere by 2050.20 
A future that involves the forced 
relocation of entire communities 
raises questions that would need to 
be answered on both transnational 
and national levels, including strong 
negotiations with nearby Australia 
and New Zealand, with the former 
already pursuing actively hostile 
policies towards asylum seekers from 
Asia and elsewhere. The international 
community is politically, legally and 
morally unprepared for these outcomes, 
with a reluctance from international 
organizations to even discuss or 

20  Höing, N. and Razzaque, J., ‘Unacknowledged and unwanted? “Environmental refugees” 
in search of legal status’, Journal of Global Ethics 8(1), April 2012, pp. 19–40,  
https://doi.org/10.1080/17449626.2011.635691

21 Ibid.

recognize the term ‘environmental 
refugee’, much less embed the 
concept into existing international 
legislation on refugee protection.21 

On Fiji, minority groups include 
Banabans, Rotumans and those native 
to other Pacific Islands, who remain 
marginalized socially and politically 
in different ways. Banabans were 
resettled in Fiji in 1945 as a result of 
British-led phosphate mining from 
the early 1900s, demonstrating how 
colonial and globalized trade have 
had lasting ‘socio-environmental’  
impacts on the atolls. Research into 
this relocation has been able to 
provide some indication of the needs 

A child plays 
in the rushing 
sea water that 
broke through 
a makeshift 
sea wall put in 
place ahead of 
the spring tide, 
Tarawa, Kiribati. 
Panos / Jocelyn 
Carlin
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and requirements of Pacific Islanders 
should relocation become inevitable.22 
The dynamic of movement spurred 
by environmental damage by outside 
actors is exemplified particularly by 
the movement of Marshall Islanders 
away from the Bikini Atoll, a site of US 
nuclear testing in the mid-twentieth 
century, towards the Kili and Ejit 
islands, which are now themselves 
under threat from rising seawaters. 
Some projections now suggest that 
many of these ‘resettlement’ islands 
could become uninhabitable in coming 
decades due to contamination of 
fresh-water supplies by waves. 

While much of this section has 
highlighted the unique vulnerability 
of these Pacific island nations, it is 
important also to emphasize their rich 
cultural heritage and the role their 
communities can play in strengthening 
resilience to environmental shocks. 
In Vanuatu, for example, traditional 
building techniques could withstand 
extreme weather impacts when the 
island was devastated by Cyclone Pam 
in March 2015, leaving 75,000 people 
in need of emergency assistance. The 
death toll remained relatively low due 
to the robust design of traditional huts 
known as ‘nakamals’. State delegates 
from Vanuatu have also participated 
actively in international climate 
discussions, including in Paris in 
2015 and Morocco in 2016, calling for 
more funding to safeguard traditional 
knowledge. In 2017 the government 
launched an environmental 
sustainability programme foregrounding 
the use of their traditional principles 
in climate change adaptation and 
disaster resilience schemes.

22   Edwards, J., ‘Phosphate mining and the relocation of the Banabans to northern Fiji in 1945: 
Lessons for climate change-forced displacement’, Journal de La Société des Océanistes, no. 
138–9, December 2014, pp. 121–36.

Land rights and the threat 
of eviction

What the examples discussed already 
illustrate is that, until the broader 
backdrop of discrimination is addressed, 
minorities and indigenous peoples 
are likely to remain disproportionately 
vulnerable to climate change. The 
importance of rights-based approaches 
to these and other marginalized 
communities, particularly with regard 
to land, is illustrated by the well-
documented failures and human rights 
violations associated with climate and 
environmental programmes that have 
led to the displacement of communities 
from their ancestral territory in the name 
of conservation. Despite maintaining 
them for centuries in many cases, 
in contrast to the practices of illegal 
loggers, plantation developers and other 
actors, indigenous peoples are often 
treated by authorities as potential threats 
to their forests and lands – a perspective 
that is used to justify their eviction. 

However, through their conservation of 
biological diversity and management 
of forests and other natural resources, 
indigenous peoples have demonstrated 
their unique ability to use natural 
resources sustainably to play a crucial 
role in addressing climate change. 
Indeed, studies have found that 
indigenous land tenure rights are the 
most cost-effective way to protect 
forests, sequester carbon and ultimately 
mitigate climate change. In some 
cases, international climate and land 
governance schemes have recognized 
this potential and are drawing on 
indigenous knowledge to improve land 
stewardship. Yet, as mentioned earlier, 
global mitigation schemes such as 
REDD+ continue to be attacked by 
critics as a form of ‘carbon colonialism’. 



The implications of climate change 
for food and land tenure security are 
also of particular concern to pastoralist 
and other indigenous communities 
in Kenya, for example. A series of 
escalating droughts, including the 
States of Emergency in 2011 and 2017, 
have driven communities such as 
Endorois, who live on the shores of Lake 
Bogoria in the Rift Valley, and Aweer 
(Dahalo) traditional hunter-gatherers 
from Lamu, away from their regions in 
search of pasture or opportunities to 
work. When communities are forced to 
move and encroach on neighbouring 
lands, violence can result. During the 
2017 drought, for instance, pastoralists 
were killed in Laikipia as they moved 
towards majority settlements to search 
for grazing for their animals. This 
highlighted the serious issues with 
land inequality in Kenya, rooted in part 
in the colonial history of the country, 
as Laikipia is commonly known as an 
area where expatriates have settled. 
Local Maasai herders have faced similar 
pressures to other pastoralists, but had 
previously been permitted to graze 
on the estates of Laikipia during crisis 
periods – an arrangement that had 
helped to minimize potential conflict. 

Resource shortages in East 
Africa: Displacement and forced 
migration for forest-dwelling 
peoples and pastoralists
In Uganda, the situation for minorities 
and indigenous peoples dealing with 
successive and worsening drought 
events is particularly dire. These 
communities, including pastoralists, 
are working to secure their rights to 
recognition from the government, 
including land, while also contending 
with the deleterious effects of drought 

23  Lwasa, S., Ford, J., Berrang-Ford, L., Namanya, D., the Indigenous Health Adaptation to Climate 
Change Research Team, Buyinza, A. and Nabaasa, B., ‘Resilience to climate change in Uganda: 
Policy implications for two marginalized societies’, in L.R. Mason and J. Rigg (eds), People and 
Climate Change: Vulnerability, Adaptation, and Social Justice, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 
2019, pp. 156–159.

and changing weather patterns on 
their traditional livelihoods. A prior 
history of discrimination, including 
dispossession of land, can leave 
communities ill equipped to response 
to climate change impacts. 

This is the case for the country’s 
marginalized Batwa, an indigenous 
people removed from the Bwindi 
Impenetrable Forest in 1991 by the 
Ugandan government. The community 
can no longer depend on forest 
foodstuffs following the eviction, thereby 
making them food-insecure. As the 
forced displacement undermined 
traditional knowledge retention and 
transmission years ago, the community 
took to subsistence agriculture to 
survive. Poor yields related to the 
changing climate are expected to 
increase malnutrition rates, while 
precarious and restricted access to land 
and casual labour with neighbouring 
communities are also compounding 
their food insecurity. Additionally, 
warmer and wetter rainy seasons are 
bringing increased incidences of malaria 
and diarrhoea, further inhibiting the 
ability of individuals to work the land. 
Limited knowledge of the new areas of 
settlement, compared to a developed 
understanding of the multiple forms 
of food available in their ancestral 
forest, will further jeopardize their food 
security. Even where climate knowledge 
is established, weather patterns are 
rapidly changing and making it more 
difficult to judge when to plant crops. 
Researchers and non-governmental 
groups suggest that more inclusive 
adaptive mechanisms are necessary 
to respond to the threats posed by 
climate change so as to ensure food 
security for groups like Batwa. 23



37

M
in

or
iti

es
 a

nd
 In

di
ge

no
us

 P
eo

pl
es

 in
 a

n 
Ag

e 
of

 C
lim

at
e 

C
ha

ng
e

Migration as a consequence 
of climate change

Migration patterns are very much 
influenced by climate change, with crop 
failures and other pressures driving 
movement elsewhere – a situation 
that will pose huge challenges for 
traditional cultures and livelihoods, as 
well as threaten enjoyment of rights 
to housing, work, health care and 
political participation. However, the 
global migration framework has to 
date been focused on migration as 
a result of conflict, with little protection 
for migration stemming from natural 
disasters or economic decline as 
a result of environmental degradation.
 
The decision to migrate is typically 
multi-layered and intersects with other 
factors such as discrimination, security 
and the search for opportunities 
elsewhere.24 While the connection 
between climate change and migration 
is sometimes complex, however, there 
is evidence to suggest that in some 
cases its role may not be adequately 
acknowledged, particularly given the 
at times divisive framing of migration 
issues in many media outlets. 
 
Central and North America: 
The role of climate in driving 
migration to the US
Migration to the US from Central America 
is increasing, and although violence is 
often cited as a motive for uprooting from 
countries such as Guatemala, Honduras 
and El Salvador, climatic shifts may 
also have a considerable role to play. 

24  For more discussion of this issue, see Mayrhofer, M., ‘Climate change, minorities, indigenous 
peoples and mobility’, in MRG, Key Trends Report 2019: Focus on Climate, London, June 2019.

A significant share of all employment 
in Central America is linked to 
agriculture, with disruption to farming 
devastating whole communities and 
migration serving as a common 
adaptive strategy. While slowing trade, 
lower prices and crop disease have 
all contributed to agricultural decline, 
climate change is also believed to be 
affecting the quality and frequency of 
staple crops such as coffee. Many of 
those being uprooted are indigenous 
rural labourers who are left with few 
other options when their crops fail year 
after year. Particularly vulnerable are 
indigenous women of this region, who 
suffer the added pressures of extremely 
high rates of sexual and gender-
based violence. Migrant women and 
children in the US and Mexico, many 
of whom are indigenous, may also 
be targeted for sexual exploitation. 

Climate-induced migration to the US 
has also created ethnic and linguistic 
minority groups living in relative 
poverty and unable to access their 
rights due to discrimination. Migrant 
workers in the South, who form ethnic 
minority communities and many of 
whom are also members of indigenous 
communities, are increasingly facing 
climate impacts in their chosen host 
regions. For example, during the 
unprecedented Californian wildfires of 
late 2018, tens of thousands of migrant 
farmworkers were still picking fruit in 
hazardous conditions and polluted air. 
Many reportedly felt compelled to do 
so because they needed the income 
and were unable to challenge their 
employers due to their limited English. 



Conclusion: minorities, 
indigenous peoples and the 
fight against climate change

The troubling picture that emerges is 
that minorities and indigenous peoples 
not only suffer disproportionately from 
climate change in terms of its impacts 
but are also less likely to benefit from 
any adaptation or recovery strategies. 
In response to these pressures, however, 
community environmental defenders 
have played a pivotal role in securing 
action against climate change on 
local, national and international levels. 
However, as environmental defenders 
are often poor, marginalized and 
belong to discriminated communities, 
violence directed at them by more 
powerful entities is a constant threat. In 
Brazil, a country that has long topped 
the tables for the most environmental 
defenders murdered each year, this 
trend is only likely to increase given the 
recent election of President Bolsonaro 
and his assault on indigenous rights 
since taking office.
 
Here and across the world, respect for 
the rights of indigenous communities 
to their ancestral lands will in particular 
play a crucial role in boosting their 
resilience to climate change, while also 
bolstering global efforts to mitigate 
its impact through more sustainable 
stewardship of natural resources. 
This requires an emphasis on rights 
and protections, rather than simply 
focusing on technological fixes. Looking 
ahead, environmental engineering on 

a large scale, including the alarming 
propositions of planetary-scale geo-
engineering to mitigate future climate 
change, may yet mean that minorities 
and indigenous peoples will fare even 
worse. For example, extrapolating 
from the harm already being caused 
to indigenous communities from the 
remodelling of the Amazon River, the 
largest river in terms of water capacity 
in the world, can give some indication 
of the potential dangers of future 
irreversible geo-engineering projects 
that are currently being proposed, such 
as greenhouse gas removal, solar 
radiation management through ocean 
re-fertilization, mass planting of high 
albedo crops or snow forest clearance. 

These examples serve as reminders 
that our planet’s ecological systems 
are intricately connected and global 
in nature, and that what today has 
the greatest effect on sometimes 
remote minority and indigenous 
communities could one day be felt 
by us all. The issues being faced by 
the poorest, the most marginalized 
and the most discriminated 
against must become a priority for 
states and part of the agenda at 
international climate and biodiversity 
negotiations. Anthropogenic climate 
change and irreversible damage 
to entire ecosystems threaten to 
disrupt everything. The experiences 
already being faced by the world’s 
most vulnerable communities 
should serve as a clear warning to 
governments, international agencies 
and businesses everywhere.



The effects of Katrina were exacerbated 
by the state’s failure to maintain 
infrastructure or address pre-existing 
inequalities. Had the investments 
been made to improve the levee 
systems, had a proper evacuation plan 
been in place, had the mangroves 
been restored, Katrina would never 
have happened the way it did. This 
reveals the complex intersection 
of climate change with institutional 
responsibility and, moreover, how 
inseparable institutional commitment 
to infrastructure is from climate 
environments, locally and globally. 

Improving security 
in the context of 
a changing climate

While research on the connection 
between the increasing frequency and 
intensity of hurricanes and climate 
change is still ongoing, based on the 
available evidence there is good reason 
to be concerned about the implications 
of rising temperatures and other impacts 
for New Orleans and similarly exposed 
cities. With research indicating that 
hurricane intensity is deepening and 
little evidence that a suitable levee 
system is now in place, should another 
hurricane make its way to New Orleans 
it is very possible that the city will again 
experience disaster. Though better 
evacuation procedures are in place, 
in the event of further destruction it 
may not be possible for many people 
to return, and this does not account for 
those who are still not able to evacuate 
due to a lack of economic and social 
resources to do so. 

This reflects not only the reality of 
a changing climate but also the 
limited commitment of the state to 
investing in adaptation infrastructure. 

Katrina occurred during the Bush 
administration, whose official line 
was to deny climate change, and as 
the violence and bloodshed of the 
Iraq conflict was escalating further. 
The so-called ‘war on terror’ took 
precedence over natural disaster 
public spending, which included the 
maintenance of infrastructure in a city 
that was home to a large population of 
minorities who were disproportionately 
affected as a result. At the same time, 
it should be highlighted that these 
vulnerable populations were and are 
much more than victims. In many 
cases, they have existing strategies 
and coping mechanisms in place 
that, with proper investment and 
support, could protect them and their 
communities from future shocks. The 
challenge, however, is implementation 
when access to resources and 
representation remains so restricted. 

More fundamentally, the inequalities 
that shaped the way the disaster of 
Katrina unfolded in 2005 remain largely 
unchanged today, with New Orleans 
recently ranked as the second most 
unequal city in the country. These 
divisions, too, are still evident along 
ethnic lines, with incomes in 2016 
of just US$25,800 among African-
American households in New Orleans 
compared to US$64,400 for white 
households. Little research exists 
about further intersections among 
minority groups such as Creole, 
Cajun and Latinx peoples or queer 
communities. This is worrying, given 
that climate change research suggests 
that disasters will only intensify 
in future – and that minorities, as 
vulnerability scholars have highlighted, 
will be the worst affected. 


