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With climate change advancing, the planned relocation of entire com-
munities from risk areas is becoming unavoidable. It is already a reality
worldwide and will become increasingly necessary in the future as a
measure of climate adaptation and disaster risk reduction.

Relocation can save lives and reduce the risk of displacement. Never-
theless, this measure is considered a “last resort” because it is expensive,
deeply affects livelihoods, social networks and cultural identities, and
carries new risks.

To be effective, it must be participatory, human rights-based, and accom-
panied by development-oriented measures that strengthen the well-being
and resilience of those affected and reduce structural inequalities.

Many places lack the political will, concrete strategies and resources for
this — especially in low-income countries with already limited adapta-
tion capacities. These countries are therefore heavily dependent on inter-
national support, which has mostly been fragmented, ad hoc and uncoor-
dinated.

The longer the absence of adequate structures persists, the greater the risk
that human security will be severely compromised, fundamental human
rights violated and entire communities (once again) displaced — posing
risks to regional stability and global security.

The German government should specifically address gaps in the inter-
national system, facilitate access to knowledge and resources, and
strengthen multi-sectoral learning. Germany’s current engagement in
Fiji should be expanded in the medium term to other climate-vulnerable
regions and countries, with a focus on community-driven relocation
projects.
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Issues and Recommendations

When Home Becomes Uninhabitable.
Planned Relocations as a Global Challenge
in the Era of Climate Change

Millions of people around the world are already
suffering from the consequences of climate change.
Exceeding the 1.5°C limit set in the Paris Agreement
will intensify extreme weather events such as heavy
rainfall and droughts, accelerate slow-onset environ-
mental changes, destroy livelihoods and make some
places, especially coastal villages, increasingly un-
inhabitable. As a result, planned relocations — in
which entire communities are permanently relocated
from risk areas to safer places — are likely to happen
more in the future. However, implementing such
relocations is time-consuming and costly, and it places
significant burdens on the people affected. Such
relocations also face considerable resistance, as many
people do not want to leave their homes, despite in-
creasing climate risks. Relocation is therefore politi-
cally controversial and is viewed as a “last resort” when
all other adaptation options have been exhausted.

Despite these risks, relocation has long been a
reality worldwide: Between 1970 and 2020, more
than 400 documented cases were identified across
78 countries, including Fiji, Panama and the United
States. In Germany, too, following the flood disaster
in the Ahr Valley, there was public discussion about
not resettling flood victims in endangered areas and
instead relocating them to safer sites. The issue thus
affects people worldwide and raises similar questions
regardless of geography about home, attachment to
place and cultural identity.

At the same time, planned relocations are gaining
importance at the international level: Climate and
migration policy frameworks increasingly recognise
them as a tool for disaster risk reduction, climate
adaptation and as a response to loss and damage. As
early as 2010, the parties to the UN Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) agreed in Can-
cun to take measures to enhance understanding,
coordination and cooperation with regard to planned
relocation.

However, only a few countries have made sufficient
preparations. Hardly any country has comprehensive
national frameworks for planned relocation; many lack
the political will, resources, capacities and knowledge
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Issues and Recommendations

to design relocation in such a way that the rights of
those affected are protected and additional damage
is avoided. For low-income countries in particular,
planned relocation is almost impossible to manage
without substantial investment and international
assistance.

Although a growing number of United Nations
(UN) institutions, development banks, non-govern-
mental organisations (NGOs) and donor countries are
now involved in the issue of relocation, none of these
actors has a clear mandate, leading to fragmented
international action, the inefficient use of limited
resources and competition between international
actors. Given the growing need for relocation support,
the existing system is not sustainable. The situation is
exacerbated by the significant funding cuts that have
been made in development cooperation and humani-
tarian aid — for example by the United States and
major European donor countries such as Germany —
which are jeopardising the existence and effectiveness
of important actors in this field.

Scientific findings and experiences worldwide
show that relocation only creates sustainable pros-
pects if it goes beyond mere risk reduction and is par-
ticipatory, human rights-based and accompanied by
development-oriented measures that strengthen the
well-being and resilience of those affected, in addition
to reducing structural inequalities in their new place
of residence. Otherwise, there is a risk that the people
who have to relocate will not be able to establish
themselves in the destination region and will be dis-
placed (again) in the long term.

The study examines how affected communities
and governments in the so-called Global South can be
effectively supported in planned relocations and what
role international actors and donor countries — espe-
cially Germany — should play in this process. It con-
solidates the existing knowledge on planned reloca-
tions, highlights the associated challenges and takes
stock of international support structures. The study
thus provides a comprehensive overview that has
been lacking in German-speaking countries to date.

Current geopolitical shifts and drastic funding cuts
require a strategic reorientation of Germany’s foreign,
climate and development policy. Germany could dis-
tinguish itself as a reliable and capable cooperation
partner in tackling the climate crisis, particularly
when it comes to planned relocation. It is one of the
few donor countries already involved in this area.
The commitment of the German Federal Ministry for
Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) in the
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Fiji Islands has contributed significantly to the devel-
opment of context-specific relocation guidelines and
standard operating procedures that are now considered
best practice worldwide. This example shows how
such processes can be constructively supported.

Without adequate support for low-income coun-
tries from wealthy industrialised countries such as
Germany, there is a risk of even greater humanitarian
costs, growing displacement risks and setbacks in
poverty reduction. Climate impacts can also destabi-
lise entire regions, increase the likelihood of conflict
by serving as risk multipliers and disrupt global sup-
ply chains. International engagement is therefore not
only a question of global climate justice, but also a
matter of international and national security. Such
an approach is also in line with the German govern-
ment’s goal of integrating foreign, security, and devel-
opment policy.

Despite its own austerity measures, Germany
should therefore honour its commitments to inter-
national climate finance and promote adaptation
measures in an even more targeted manner to pre-
vent climate change-induced displacement. The aim
of Germany’s development cooperation and humani-
tarian aid must be to enable vulnerable communities
and governments to respond to climate risks, weigh
up adaptation options and, if necessary, begin to pre-
pare for planned relocations well in advance.

Bilaterally, Germany should push ahead with the
implementation of the governance framework devel-
oped with the Government of Fiji and, in the medium
term, extend its engagement to other climate-vulner-
able partner countries. In addition, the Federal Gov-
ernment should specifically address gaps in the inter-
national support system, advocate for uncomplicated
access to resources and knowledge, and promote
cross-sectoral learning. In this way, Germany would
not only be able to promote participatory relocation
processes that are human rights-based and strengthen
the leadership of affected communities; such an
approach would also increase its influence in inter-
national climate, development and migration policy.



Growing salience and need for support

What Are Planned
Relocations — and
Why Are They Necessary?

Climate change is already causing enormous costs
and damage, for example through rising sea levels
and an increase in extreme weather events. In 2024
alone, around 45.5 million people worldwide were
displaced within their own countries due to weather-
related disasters such as storms and floods — this sets
a new record and is significantly more than the 20.1
million who had to leave their homes in 2024 as a
result of conflict and violence.' Although not every
natural disaster can be directly attributed to climate
change, it increases the overall frequency and inten-
sity of such events and accelerates environmental
changes that are rendering entire areas uninhabit-
able.” Climate change is therefore already one of the
most important drivers of forced displacement and
migration, alongside conflicts and violence, fragility
and economic inequality.’

Growing salience and need for support

In addition to the primary goal of mitigating the worst
effects of climate change, countries and regional and
international actors worldwide are more and more
focusing on targeted adaptation measures. These are

1 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC), Global
Report on Internal Displacement (GRID) 2025 (Geneva, 2025), 14.
Unless otherwise stated, all websites were last accessed on
21 October 2025.

2 In the following, the term “in the context of climate
change” is therefore used for simplicity’s sake, even though
it also covers natural disasters and environmental damage
that cannot be directly attributed to climate change.

3 Sachverstindigenrat fiir Integration und Migration (SVR),
Klimawandel und Migration: Was wir iiber den Zusammenhang
wissen und welche Handlungsoptionen es gibt. Jahresgutachten 2023
des SVR (Berlin, 2023), 16ff.

intended to make particularly vulnerable population
groups more resilient to climate risks and to limit
losses and damage. Measures are being implemented
in the areas of civil protection and disaster assistance,
disaster risk reduction, humanitarian aid and devel-
opment cooperation. These approaches primarily
aim to enable those living in vulnerable communities
to remain in their places of origin. Nevertheless, with
the increasingly negative effects of climate change,
another adaptation strategy is coming into focus:
strengthening mobility options such as regional free-
dom of movement and regulated labour migration.
In addition, local and national governments are
also considering relocating entire communities out
of high-risk areas, either in response to or in antici-
pation of disasters and environmental changes. In
some cases, the affected communities — most of
which have their own administrative and organisa-
tional structures — decide for themselves whether to
leave endangered locations in order to settle in new,
safer places. A global mapping’ published in 2021 of
such planned relocations identified more than 400
cases involving 78 countries between 1970 and 2020;
however, the actual number is likely to be significantly

4 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),
Mapping of Existing International and Regional Guidance and Tools
on Averting, Minimising, Addressing and Facilitating Durable Solu-
tions to Displacement Related to the Adverse Impacts of Climate
Change, WIM TFD Activity I1.4 (Geneva, August 2018), 44.

5 Consisting of two published reports: Erica R. 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 (Geneva: Platform on Dis-
aster Displacement [PDD], March 2021); Daria Mokhnacheva,
Leaving Place, Restoring Home II: A Review of French, Spanish, and
Portuguese Literature on Planned Relocation in the Context of Hazards,
Disasters, and Climate Change (Geneva: IOM, October 2021).
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What Are Planned Relocations — and Why Are They Necessary?

higher.® Numerous other relocation projects are
already in the planning stages. Relocations are now
taking place in all regions of the world. Around 40
per cent of all cases were in Asia, closely followed

by the Americas. About 10 per cent of identified
relocations were in AfTica, 9 per cent in the Pacific,
and only a few in Europe and the Middle East. In
terms of total population, however, the Pacific region
is the most affected. Although the media repeatedly
predicts that entire island states will become unin-
habitable due to climate change, and their inhabit-
ants will have to relocate to neighbouring countries,
there have been few cross-border relocations up to
now. However, they may become inevitable in the
future for Small Island States such as Kiribati.” Planned
relocations therefore usually take place within
national borders.®

Not only developing countries and
emerging markets are threatened by
the danger of certain areas becoming

uninhabitable, but also wealthy
industrialised nations.

According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change (IPCC), the need for planned relocations
is expected to continue rising, primarily to support
those who are unable to move voluntarily.’ House-
holds and communities in coastal and mountainous
regions — where even minor environmental changes
have serious impacts on living conditions — are par-
ticularly affected. The threat of certain areas becom-
ing uninhabitable affects not only developing coun-
tries and emerging markets, but also high-income
countries such as the United States — particularly
parts of Alaska, where some relocations are already

6 As the studies only cover documented cases in English,
Spanish, French and Portuguese, the picture is incomplete.

7 See Jane McAdam, “Historical Cross-Border Relocations in
the Pacific: Lessons for Planned Relocations in the Context of
Climate Change”, The Journal of Pacific History 49, no. 3 (2014):
301—-27.

8 Erica R. Bower et al., “Mapping of Planned Relocation
Cases: A Foundation for Evidence-based Policy and Practice”,
Forced Migration Review, no. 69 (March 2022): 48 —51 (48).

9 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC),
Climate Change 2022: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability —
Technical Summary, Contribution of Working Group II to the
Sixth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (AR6, WG II) (Cambridge, UK, and New York,
NY, 2022), 65, doi: 10.1017/9781009325844.002.
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being implemented. In European countries, too,
for example on the north coast of Portugal (e.g.
in Pedrinhas and Cedovém), planned relocations in
highly endangered areas are being discussed. "
However, implementing planned relocations poses
a significant challenge, especially for low-income
countries, which are severely affected by the conse-
quences of climate change, as they are very exposed
to climate risks and have limited resources for adap-
tation. High levels of debt are placing additional
strain on the tight public budgets in many countries
of the so-called Global South." Around 70 per cent
of countries in sub-Saharan Africa, for example, are
so heavily indebted that they cannot afford the neces-
sary investments for climate adaptation measures nor
for implementing the UN Sustainable Development
Goals or the African Union’s Agenda 2063."* At the
same time, low-income countries account for only
a marginal share of global emissions. Sub-Saharan
Africa, for example, is responsible for only 5 per cent
of these emissions." Not least in the interests of cli-
mate justice, it is therefore necessary and imperative
that wealthy industrialised countries provide finan-
cial and technical support to promote sustainable
solutions that help people to remain in their places
of residence or enable them to access safe mobility
options.

Terminological and
conceptual classification

Compared to other mobility patterns in the context
of climate change, planned relocations have long been
under-researched. Instead, the relevant literature has
focused on disaster-induced displacement."* Since the
2010s, however, research on climate-related reloca-

10 See Michele Dalla Fontana “Unpacking Opposition to
Planned Relocation: Insight from Pedrinhas and Cedovém,
Portugal”, Regional Environmental Change 25, no. 3 (2025) 3,
article no. 77.

11 World Bank Group, “Developing Countries Paid Record
$1.4 Trillion on Foreign Debt in 2023”, 3 December 2024.

12 erlassjahr.de and miseror, Schuldenreport 2025 (Diissel-
dorf, May 2025), 6.

13 The World Bank, Pathways Out of the Polycrisis: Poverty, Pros-
perity, and Planet Report 2024 (Washington, D.C., 2024), 164{f.,
doi: 10.1596/978-1-4648-2123-3.

14 Elizabeth Ferris and Erica R. Bower, “Planned Reloca-
tions: What We Know, Don’t Know, and Need to Learn”,
Researching Internal Displacement (blog), 15 March 2023, 1.


10.1017/9781009325844.002
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2024/12/03/developing-countries-paid-record-1-4-trillion-on-foreign-debt-in-2023
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2024/12/03/developing-countries-paid-record-1-4-trillion-on-foreign-debt-in-2023
https://erlassjahr.de/produkt/schuldenreport-2025/
https://doi.org/10.1596/978-1-4648-2123-3
https://researchinginternaldisplacement.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Ferris-and-Bower_Planned-Relocations_150323.pdf
https://researchinginternaldisplacement.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Ferris-and-Bower_Planned-Relocations_150323.pdf

tions has been developing dynamically. Initially, it
was case studies of well-documented relocations that
were predominant. There are now more comparative
analyses.'” In particular, the aforementioned global
mapping from 2021 and the (regional) studies'® based
on it have significantly expanded the evidence base.
This has contributed to a better understanding of the
phenomenon and its specific characteristics and has
provided important insights for shaping policy and
practice.

Definition

Relocations can take place for a variety of reasons, for
example in the course of development projects, such
as the European Union’s (EU) Global Gateway Initia-
tive, or in connection with mining and raw material
extraction. In addition, people have long been re-
settled in the context of armed conflicts in order to
monitor and/or protect them. Governments also order
resettlements for (geo)political reasons, for example to
secure border areas or control strategic resources.'’
The concept of “relocation” is therefore by no
means new. Nevertheless, the term is neither used
consistently nor defined in a legally binding manner.
Instead, various terms are in circulation, especially in
English-speaking countries, such as “(planned) relo-
cation”, “(involuntary) resettlement” and “managed
retreat”. These terms differ not only linguistically;
depending on the context, they also have their own

15 See, e.g., Erica R. Bower et al., “Enabling Pathways for
Sustainable Livelihoods in Planned Relocation”, Nature Cli-
mate Change 13, no. 9 (2023): 919 — 26; Balakrishnan Bala-
chandran et al., “Planning for Disaster-Induced Relocation
of Communities”, Journal of the American Planning Association
88, no. 3 (2022): 288 —304; Annah E. Piggott-McKellar et al.,
“A Livelihood Analysis of Resettlement Outcomes: Lessons
for Climate-Induced Relocations”, Ambio 49, no. 9 (2020):
1474 —89.

16 In this context, there have been a number of additional
studies, including, for example, regional snapshots com-
missioned by GIZ on planned resettlements in Asia and

the Pacific. All studies are available at https://disaster
displacement.org/resource/planned-relocation-pacific-
regional-snapshot/ (accessed 17 April 2025).

17 See Alex Arnall, “Resettlement as Climate Change
Adaptation: What Can Be Learned from State-led Relocation
in Rural Africa and Asia?”, Climate and Development 11, no. 3
(2019): 253 —63; Jane McAdam, “Relocation and Resettle-
ment from Colonisation to Climate Change: The Perennial
Solution to ‘Danger Zones’”
3, no. 1 (2015): 93—130.

, London Review of International Law

Terminological and conceptual classification

meanings in terms of the practical arrangements for
the respective relocation and the associated legal en-
titlements and responsibilities. Definitional clarity is
therefore essential when international actors decide
to support relocation."®

A common term that has become established in
connection with climate change-related relocation is
“planned relocation”. It is used by the signatory states
to the UNFCCC and also by some affected states, such
as Fiji, in national relocation projects.'® In the absence
of a binding multilateral definition of “relocation”,
this study uses the widely accepted definition, which
appears in the scholarly literature and (climate) policy
contexts and underpins the Nansen Initiative’s Protec-
tion Agenda,”” a document endorsed by 109 states in
2015. The explanation of the term contained therein
largely coincides with its use in politics and academia.”!

Accordingly, “planned relocation” is understood
to mean a controlled process in which people are re-
settled from areas at risk to safer sites. The term also
encompasses the (re)building of infrastructure, public
services, housing and livelihoods for those affected
at the destination. As a rule, this can involve the
relocation of household groups or an entire commu-
nity under the authority of the state with external
support. There is also broad agreement among the
research community and practitioners that planned

18 Jane McAdam and Elizabeth Ferris, “Planned Reloca-
tions in the Context of Climate Change: Unpacking the Legal
and Conceptual Issues”, Cambridge Journal of International and
Comparative Law 4, no. 1 (2015): 137 —66 (165); David J. Cantor,
“Conceptualising ‘Relocation’ across Displacement Context”,
Journal of International Humanitarian Legal Studies 15, no. 1
(2024): 23—51 (26).

19 Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Internally
Displaced Persons, Planned Relocations of People in the Context of
Disasters and the Adverse Effects of Climate Change Report, Human
Rights Council Fifty-sixth Session, AIHRC/56/47 (Geneva,

1 July 2024).

20 The Nansen Initiative, Agenda for the Protection of Cross-
Border Displaced Persons in the Context of Disasters and Climate
Change (Geneva, December 2015), 17.

21 See, for example, The Brookings Institution et al.,
Guidance for Protecting People from Disasters and Environmental
Change through Planned Relocations (Washington, D.C., et al.,
October 2015); Giovanna Gini et al., “Navigating Tensions in
Climate Change-related Planned Relocation”, Ambio 53, no. 9
(2024): 1262 —66; McAdam and Ferris, “Planned Relocations
in the Context of Climate Change” (see note 18); Ministry of
Economy, Government of Fiji, Planned Relocation Guidelines: A
Framework to Undertake Climate Change-related Relocation (Suva,
Fiji, 2018).
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What Are Planned Relocations — and Why Are They Necessary?

Info box 1

Specific characteristics of planned
relocations as distinct from other forms
of mobility

Planned Process: It is a “planned process” that usually
takes place with the support of external actors under
the authority of the state. Initiators and supporters can
belong to the community itself as well as to governmen-
tal, civil society or international institutions.

Permanent Intention: A key feature is the “intended
permanence” of the measure, which distinguishes it from
temporary forms of movement such as evacuations and
accommodation in emergency shelters.

Collective Movement: This usually involves relocation

at the community or household group level, as opposed
to individual, spontaneous migration or a state-sponsored
move. A group of persons is relocated, usually with an
administrative or organisational structure that is to be re-
established in the new location.

As a “Last Resort”: Planned relocation is generally con-
sidered a measure of “last resort” and should only be
carried out if other less disruptive adaptation measures,
such as the construction of dykes, are insufficient to
enable people to remain in their homes.

Securing/Rebuilding Livelihoods: The aim is not only to
secure livelihoods and rebuild the physical infrastructure
of the affected community, but also to preserve commu-
nity dynamics and restore social and cultural practices.

relocations are complex instruments fraught with
numerous risks and should only be considered as a
“last resort” when other risk reduction measures and
adaptation options have been exhausted or are not
feasible.”” Planned relocations thus have a number of
specific characteristics that fundamentally distinguish
them from other forms of climate change-induced
mobility such as migration, displacement and emer-
gency measures such as evacuations.”

22 See IDMC, Synthesising the State of Knowledge to Better Under-
stand Displacement Related to Slow Onset Events, WIM TED Activity
1.2 (Geneva: August 2018), 25; The Nansen Initiative, Agenda
for the Protection of Cross-Border Displaced Persons (see note 20).

23 These can be found in various forms in numerous
research papers on planned relocation in the context of cli-
mate change, see, e.g., [dowu Ajibade et al., “Why Climate
Migration Is Not Managed Retreat: Six Justifications”,

Global Environmental Change 65, no. 102187 (2020); Bower

and Weerasinghe, Leaving Place, Restoring Home (see note 5);
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Drivers and motivations

Planned relocations can be both a form of disaster
preparedness and of adaptation to climate change.

In addition, a conceptual distinction is often made
between reactive and preventive relocation: Reactive
relocation takes place after a disaster, when the place
of origin is no longer considered habitable. The aim
is to create a permanent solution for people who have
been displaced, for example, and can no longer return
safely to their homes. Preventive relocation, on the
other hand, aims to relocate people in a timely man-
ner from areas with a high or increasing risk of
natural disasters and climate change before acute
danger arises or their homes become uninhabitable.
In practice, relocations have often taken place after
sudden disasters or when they are imminent. How-
ever, as the modelling of future scenarios improves,
preventive, longer-term relocations are becoming
more important.** Nevertheless, relocations are
usually the result of a combination of both approach-
es, that is, a response to realised harms and, at the
same time, a precautionary measure in view of im-
pending climate risks.”

The decision to carry out a planned relocation is
usually triggered not by a single event, but by the in-
teraction of several recurring and overlapping hazards
(multi-hazard contexts). It is often a combination of
slow-onset stress factors (e.g. sea level rise) and sudden-
onset stress factors (e.g. floods) that severely limits the
options available to those affected.”® In addition to
exposure to climate risks, a variety of social, cultural,
political, economic and other non-climate-related fac-
tors influence the decision for or against relocation —
both on the part of the people affected and on the
part of government or external actors.”’

McAdam and Ferris, “Planned Relocations in the Context

of Climate Change” (see note 18); Piggott-McKellar et al., “A
Livelihood Analysis of Resettlement Outcomes” (see note 15).
24 Robin Bronen, “Climate-induced Community Reloca-
tions: Using Integrated Social-ecological Assessments to Fos-
ter Adaptation and Resilience”, Ecology and Society 20, no. 3
(2015): 288 —304.

25 See Bower and Weerasinghe, Leaving Place, Restoring Home
(see note 5), 43f.

26 Ibid., 44f.

27 Idowu J. Ajibade and A. R. Siders, “Introduction: Cli-
mate Change and Planned Retreat”, in: Global Views on Climate
Relocation and Social Justice, ed. idem (London: Routledge,
2021), 1—16 (1), doi: 10.4324/9781003141457-1.


https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/WIM%20TFD%20I.2%20Output.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/WIM%20TFD%20I.2%20Output.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26270247?seq=1
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26270247?seq=1
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26270247?seq=1
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003141457-1

Although displacement tends to be at one end of
the spectrum of coercion and voluntariness*® and
migration at the other, planned relocations can be
considered voluntary or involuntary. Classification
is often difficult, as even seemingly consensual relo-
cations can have a “forced” character, for example
when state actors urge residents in a risk area to relo-
cate. A key criterion can therefore be the extent to
which those affected are guaranteed opportunities
for choice, consultation and participation.*® It is also
helpful to distinguish between relocations that are
led by the affected community (community-led reloca-
tions) and those that are not.

Forms of planned relocation

Relocations can be initiated by individuals, commu-
nities or government actors — but also by NGOs or
other external actors. The global mapping of planned
relocations mentioned above shows that the scale
varies greatly: It ranges from very small measures
involving only four households — as in the village
of Vunisavisavi in Fiji — to larger relocation projects
involving around 1,000 households, as in the case of
Gramalote in Colombia. Some relocations take place
between only one place of origin and one destination
site, which is often a short distance from the original
location so that those affected can continue earning
their livelihoods (e.g. agriculture, fishing). Other relo-
cations involve multiple origins and destinations,
which carries the risk of fragmenting community
structures — especially when population groups are
merged or distributed across different locations.*’
Due to this diversity, there is no universally appli-
cable political, strategic or operational approach to
relocation.’ Rather, its design and implementation
vary depending on climatic, geographical, political

28 Cantor, “Conceptualising ‘Relocation’” (see note 18), 35.
29 See Hanne Wiegel et al., “Safe from What? Understand-
ing Environmental Non-migration in Chilean Patagonia
through Ontological Security and Risk Perceptions”, Regional
Environmental Change 21, no. 43 (2021), doi: 10.1007/s10113-
021-01765-3; Bower and Weerasinghe, Leaving Place, Restoring
Home (see note 5), 45.

30 Bower and Weerasinghe, Leaving Place, Restoring Home
(see note 5), 18f., 40.

31 Ferris and Bower, “What We Know, Don’t Know”

(see note 14), 3; Sam Huckstep and Michael Clemens, Climate
Change and Migration: An Omnibus Overview for Policymakers and

Development Practitioners, CGD Policy Paper, no. 292 (Washington,

D.C.: Centre for Global Development [CGD], May 2023), 92.

Terminological and conceptual classification

and socio-economic conditions. Differences exist,

for example, in the degree of planning, participation
mechanisms, the extent of state intervention, the
legal and political frameworks, financing and access
to public services.*”

32 See Bower and Weerasinghe, Leaving Place, Restoring Home
(see note 5).
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https://doi.org/10.1007/s10113-021-01765-3
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Practical Insights: Challenges
and Lessons Learnt

Planned relocations are complex, resource-intensive
and politically challenging. The experience to date
has been largely negative, both for the communities
directly affected and for the host communities. Relo-
cations are often associated with serious violations
of fundamental human rights — for example, in rela-
tion to the supply of water and food, housing and
sanitation, education opportunities and even health
and life itself.*® After relocation, those affected often
lose their livelihoods, cultural ties and social net-
works, while at their new location they face inade-
quate infrastructure, limited access to public services
and a lack of opportunities to secure their livelihoods.**
In only about half of the globally documented relo-
cation cases, for example, were those affected able to
maintain their previous standards of living.*® Reloca-
tion often shifts risks rather than reducing them in
the long term, for example when the new location is
exposed to other climate or environmental hazards.
This can then lead to people returning or facing
(renewed) displacement.*

33 See Special Rapporteur, Planned Relocation of People in the
Context of Disasters (see note 19), 9ff.

34 See Balachandran et al., “Planning for Disaster-Induced
Relocation” (see note 15); Elizabeth Ferris and Sanjula
Weerasinghe, “Promoting Human Security: Planned Reloca-
tion as a Protection Tool in a Time of Climate Change”,
Journal on Migration and Human Security 8, no. 2 (2020): 134 —
49; Andrew L. Dannenberg et al., “Managed Retreat as a
Strategy for Climate Change Adaptation in Small Commu-
nities: Public Health Implications”, Climatic Change 153,

no. 1—2 (2019): 1—14.

35 Bower and Weerasinghe, Leaving Place, Restoring Home
(see note 5), 40.

36 Abhas K. Jha et al., Safer Homes, Stronger Communities:

A Handbook for Reconstructing after Natural Disasters (Washing-
ton, D.C.: The World Bank, 2010), 73.
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Relocation can be a maladaptation
to climate change if it creates
new threats, vulnerabilities or

inequalities.

Relocation can therefore be a maladaptation to
climate change, especially if it gives rise to additional
risks, vulnerabilities or inequalities.”” In the past,
relocation processes have cemented existing power
relations and exacerbated social disparities, not only
in socio-economic terms, but also in terms of gender,
age, marital status and ethnicity.*® Women, for exam-
ple, are often tenants or land users. They rarely own
land themselves, which is why relocation programmes
that require land ownership and property rights often
neglect their needs and customary rights.”” Indigenous
groups, whose livelihoods, culture and identity are
often closely linked to their land, are also particularly
affected. For many of them, the loss of their land is
therefore far more than just a physical change of loca-
tion — it poses a threat to their entire way of life.*’

However, scientific case studies and comparative
analyses also show that losses and damages can be
significantly reduced if governments plan ahead, pro-
vide sufficient resources, create transparent and bind-
ing framework conditions, and put protective meas-
ures in place to safeguard the rights of those affected.

37 See Susanne Melde et al., Making Mobility Work for Adap-
tation to Environmental Changes: Results from the MECLEP Global
Research (Geneva: IOM, 2017), 50 — 54, 93; Johanna Nalau and
John Handmer, “Improving Development Outcomes and
Reducing Disaster Risk through Planned Community Relo-
cation”, Sustainability 10, no. 10 (2018), doi: 10.3390/
su10103545.

38 Piggott-McKellar et al., “A Livelihood Analysis of Re-
settlement Outcomes” (see note 15), 1486.

39 Ajibade and Siders, “Climate Change and Planned
Retreat” (see note 27), 6f.

40 Special Rapporteur, Planned Relocation of People in the Con-
text of Disasters (see note 19), 14.


https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/290301468159328458/pdf/528390PUB0safe101Official0Use0Only1.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/290301468159328458/pdf/528390PUB0safe101Official0Use0Only1.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/meclep_comparative_report.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/meclep_comparative_report.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/meclep_comparative_report.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3390/su10103545
https://doi.org/10.3390/su10103545

In addition, better relocation outcomes can usually
be achieved if the affected communities are involved
in decision-making processes and can maintain their
livelihoods as well as cultural and family ties in their
new location.*!

Nevertheless, relocation is associated with tensions
that cannot always be resolved and are usually ac-
companied by political controversy, particularly with
regard to the question of its necessity: Who decides
whether it is still reasonable to remain? What hap-
pens if some community members choose to stay
behind? Can governments order relocation to protect
human lives, even against the will of individuals?
And how can we prevent the instrument of relocation
from being misused for economic or political motives?**
The following sections summarise key areas of ten-
sion as well as the challenges associated with planned
relocations, while also presenting effective practices
and success factors that can lead to better outcomes.

Developing national strategies and
regulatory approaches

Under international law, states bear the primary
responsibility for protecting people within their terri-
tory, including in the event of disasters and environ-
mental hazards. They are obliged to take preventive
measures to protect life, physical integrity and health
— which may also mean removing people from a
danger zone or, in exceptional cases, carrying out
relocation. Planned relocations within national
borders are therefore primarily the responsibility
of nation states, and their implementation is deter-
mined by their legal systems.*

At present, the legal framework for planned reloca-
tions varies greatly from country to country. Only a
few countries — including Fiji, Papua New Guinea,

41 See, for example, Bower et al., “Enabling Pathways”
(see note 15); Piggott-McKellar et al., “A Livelihood Analysis
of Resettlement Outcomes” (see note 15); Gini et al., “Navi-
gating Tensions” (see note 21); Rachel Harrington-Abrams,
“Towards Greater Transparency and Accountability in
Decision-making for Planned Relocation”, Forced Migration
Review 69 (March 2022): 54 —55.

42 Elizabeth Ferris, “Climate-Induced Resettlement:
Environmental Change and the Planned Relocation of Com-
munities”, The SAIS Review of International Affairs 35, no. 1
(2015): 109—17 (112).

43 McAdam and Ferris, “Planned Relocations in the Con-
text of Climate Change” (see note 18), 159ff.

Developing national strategies and regulatory approaches

Peru, the Solomon Islands and Uruguay — had devel-
oped relocation-specific national strategies and/or
laws by the end of 2024. Nevertheless, even many

of these regulations lack important elements such

as clear financing arrangements and guidelines that
ensure adequate protection or systematic involve-
ment of affected communities.* Relevant provisions
are often also enshrined in other policy areas. For
example, countries* such as Vanuatu*® and Bangla-
desh*” have developed national frameworks that
focus primarily on climate change or disaster- and
climate change-induced internal displacement, but
they also recognise planned relocations as a possible
measure for climate adaptation, disaster preparedness
or as a durable solution. In some cases, states have
also committed themselves in such documents to
developing specific relocation guidelines that are in-
tended to establish an overarching framework, clear
responsibilities and protection standards for planned
relocations.

Fiji and the Solomon Islands are the only countries
to have developed such guidelines to date. Fiji is
considered a pioneer in this field, as it has one of the
world’s most comprehensive frameworks for planned
relocation (see Info box 2).

The island nation of Solomon Islands also has some
of the most progressive regulations for planned relo-
cation in the world: The guidelines are based on a
people-centred, participatory approach; emphasise
the protection of standards of living, rights and cul-
tural identities of those affected; and provide for com-

44 For a detailed overview of the individual frameworks,
see Steven Goldfinch and Sam Huckstep, Planned Relocation
of Climate-Vulnerable Communities: Preparing Multilateral Develop-
ment Banks, Policy Paper, no. 352 (Washington, D.C.: CGD,
February 2025), 8f; Human Rights Watch, Submission to the
UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Internally Displaced Persons
(2024), 6ff.

45 See PDD, Information Brief: The Platform on Disaster Displace-
ment and Planned Relocation (Geneva: November 2024); in addi-
tion to Pacific island states and South (East) Asian countries,
these include South American countries such as Colombia
and Bolivia, African countries such as Rwanda and Malawi,
and only one European country (France).

46 See Vanuatu National Disaster Management Office,
National Policy on Climate Change and Disaster-induced Displace-
ment (Port Vila, 2018).

47 See Ministry of Disaster Management and Relief, Gov-
ernment of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh, National
Strategy on Internal Displacement Management (Dhaka, 2021).
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https://www.fmreview.org/climate-crisis/harringtonabrams/
https://www.fmreview.org/climate-crisis/harringtonabrams/
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/planned-relocation-preparing-multilateral-development-banks.pdf
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/planned-relocation-preparing-multilateral-development-banks.pdf
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/planned-relocation-preparing-multilateral-development-banks.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/internaldisplacement/cfis/hrc56-climate-change/subm-hrc56-climate-change-cso-hr-watch.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/internaldisplacement/cfis/hrc56-climate-change/subm-hrc56-climate-change-cso-hr-watch.pdf
https://disasterdisplacement.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Planned_Relocation_Info_Brief_website.pdf
https://disasterdisplacement.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Planned_Relocation_Info_Brief_website.pdf
https://www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/files/press_release/file/iom-vanuatu-policy-climate-change-disaster-induced-displacement-2018.pdf
https://www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/files/press_release/file/iom-vanuatu-policy-climate-change-disaster-induced-displacement-2018.pdf
https://modmr.gov.bd/site/publications/d4ff8fc0-bab4-4d9d-bd4a-3b9350c13f21/National-Strategy-on-Internal-Displacement-Management
https://modmr.gov.bd/site/publications/d4ff8fc0-bab4-4d9d-bd4a-3b9350c13f21/National-Strategy-on-Internal-Displacement-Management
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Info box 2

Best practice — Fiji’s approach to planned relocation

Like many island nations, Fiji faces weather-related hazards
that are exacerbated by climate change. In 2014, based on the
projected impacts of climate change, the government identified
676 coastal communities that would need to relocate in the
coming decades. Of these, 42 were prioritised for relocation as
soon as possible. Against this backdrop, National Planned Relo-
cation Guidelines (2018) and Standard Operating Procedures
(SOPs) (2023) were developed. The latter were drawn up in a
detailed consultation process with various stakeholders, includ-
ing government agencies, NGOs, civil society organisations,
academic institutions, private actors, regional organisations and
international development partners.

In 2019, Fiji became the first country in the world to set up a
national Climate Relocation of Communities (CROC) Trust Fund
with earmarked funds for planned relocation. In addition to bi-
lateral and international contributions, 3 per cent of the revenue
from the country’s environmental and climate adaptation levy
(a tax on luxury services and utilities) flows into the fund. In
addition, the affected communities are expected to contribute
their own resources and labour. In 2021, the legal framework
was enshrined in law in the Climate Change Act. In addition,
representatives of relevant ministries coordinate the implemen-
tation of all related initiatives and processes in a specially

plaint mechanisms during the relocation process.*
However, they do not contain any details on the
financing of relocation. The concrete implementation
of the guidelines is still pending. Weak institutions
and disputed land claims further complicate imple-
mentation: 87 per cent of the country is subject to
customary law, with land and resource use rights
largely unregistered and often disputed.*

Binding regulations on climate change-induced
relocation at the national level are a key lever for
ensuring a whole-of-government approach, prevent-
ing abuse and protecting the rights of the affected
population groups. The development of a coherent
governance strategy — such as that in Fiji, which
clearly regulates procedures and responsibilities in
line with human rights principles — ensures that
relocation decisions, planning and implementation
are carried out properly and in accordance with the

48 See Solomon Islands Government, Planned Relocation
Guidelines (2022).

49 Human Rights Watch, “There’s Just No More Land”: Commu-
nity-led Planned Relocation as Last-resort — Adaptation to Sea Level
Rise in Solomon Islands (March 2025), 5.
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created Taskforce on the Relocation and Displacement of Com-
munities Vulnerable to the impacts of Climate Change.*

Fiji thus has one of the world’s most comprehensive policy
approaches to planned relocation. This includes precise guide-
lines for protecting and safeguarding the well-being of the
affected population groups and for involving various interest
groups — including women, older people and people with
disabilities — throughout the relocation process. In addition,
the island nation has established clear responsibilities and par-
ticipation mechanisms for the planning, financing and im-
plementation of relocations. The regulations are supplemented
by instruments for monitoring, evaluation and capacity devel-
opment. However, the size of the Fijian trust fund is very small;
only New Zealand has pledged funds (NZ$5.6 million), and the
first relocation financed by the fund has been significantly
delayed.”

a See Government of Fiji, Climate Relocation of Communities Trust
Fund. Understanding the Climate Relocation of Communities Trust Fund
and How You Can Contribute, Information Brief 2 (May 2023).

b Merewalesi Yee et al., ““Where My Heart Belongs’: Disaster-
induced Displacement in Nabavatu Village, Fiji”, Researching
Internal Displacement (blog) (March 2025), 4f.

law.* In particular, clarifying who is responsible for
which aspects of planned relocations offers an oppor-
tunity to improve coordination between the authori-
ties involved and to initiate productive long-term co-
operation between the affected communities, govern-
ments and non-state actors.”'

High costs and resource intensive

Planned relocations are extremely costly and difficult
to finance. The financial costs vary considerably —
from more than US$100,000 per person for relocation
projects in coastal regions of Louisiana and villages in
Alaska to less than US$10,000 per person for reloca-
tions on Fiji.>> Although some countries — especially
in the so-called Global North — can draw on their

50 IOM, Planned Relocation for Communities in the Context of
Environmental Change and Climate Change: A Training Manual

for Provincial and Local Authorities (Hanoi, 2017), 18f.

51 Gini et al., “Navigating Tensions” (see note 21), 1264.

52 Miyuki Hino et al., “Managed Retreat as a Response to
Natural Hazard Risk”, Nature Climate Change 7 (2017): 364 —70
(368).


https://perma.cc/R6V5-7A2V
https://perma.cc/R6V5-7A2V
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/media_2025/03/solomonislands0325web.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/media_2025/03/solomonislands0325web.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/media_2025/03/solomonislands0325web.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/books/planned-relocation-communities-context-environmental-change-and-climate-change
https://publications.iom.int/books/planned-relocation-communities-context-environmental-change-and-climate-change
https://publications.iom.int/books/planned-relocation-communities-context-environmental-change-and-climate-change
https://fijiclimatechangeportal.gov.fj/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/CROCTF-Information-Brief-2.pdf
https://fijiclimatechangeportal.gov.fj/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/CROCTF-Information-Brief-2.pdf
https://fijiclimatechangeportal.gov.fj/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/CROCTF-Information-Brief-2.pdf
https://researchinginternaldisplacement.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Yee-et-al-Nabavatu.pdf
https://researchinginternaldisplacement.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Yee-et-al-Nabavatu.pdf

own resources, in other regions of the world external
support from international financial institutions or
other donors is often indispensable. For low-income
countries in particular, which usually lack financial
resources and access to international credit and capi-
tal markets, such projects are hardly feasible without
third-party assistance (see section “International
financing instruments”, p. 24).>

The approaches and instruments used to finance
planned relocations vary greatly. The same applies
to the distribution of costs and responsibilities. How-
ever, ad hoc funds are often combined from various
funding sources — such as (sub-)national and local
governments, (international) NGOs, churches, phil-
anthropic foundations, donor countries, multilateral
development banks (MDBs), international organisa-
tions or the private sector. In some cases, the affected
communities themselves bear the costs, for example
through crowdfunding, as in Pune (India) and Panama.
The funding mechanisms used to cover the necessary
expenses range from government funds, specific pub-
lic taxes, insurance, loans, bonds, donations, emer-
gency funds and grants to trust funds such as the
CROC Trust Fund in Fiji (see Info box 2, p. 14). As a
rule, however, countries do not have clearly defined
financing instruments for planned relocations. The
lack of transparent, publicly available information on
the funding sources and mechanisms actually used
makes it difficult to comprehensively analyse existing
financing practices for planned relocations.”

The complexity, long-term planning requirements
and costs of relocation processes often overwhelm the
resources and administrative capacities of the coun-
tries concerned.” In some cases, a lack of government
action and funding have also led to urgently needed
relocations being postponed indefinitely or only par-

53 Gabriela Nagle Alverio et al., “The Role of International
Organisations in Equitable and Just Planned Relocation”,
Journal of Environmental Studies and Sciences 11, no. 3 (2021):
511—22 (517).

54 See Huckstep and Clemens, An Omnibus Overview (see
note 31), 99f; Jonathan Boston et al., “Designing a Funding
Framework for the Impacts of Slow-onset Climate Change —
Insights from Recent Experiences with Planned Relocation”,
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 50 (2021): 159 —
68 (161f.); David Durand-Delacre et al., Funding Futures, Access
to Funding for Planned Relocation as Loss and Damage (Geneva:
PDD, 2025).

55 See Human Rights Watch, Community-led Planned Reloca-
tion as Last Resort (see note 49).

Political interests and potential for abuse

tially implemented, with significant socio-economic
consequences for the people affected.*

Political interests and potential for abuse

The implementation of planned relocations depends
not only on legal frameworks and financial resources,
but also significantly on the political will of the na-
tional government and the responsible authorities.”’
Relocation decisions are often controlled by the state
and not infrequently motivated by political and/or
economic considerations — often without sufficient
consultation or involvement of the affected popula-
tion (see section “Degree of participation”, p. 17).**
Political motives and cost-benefit considerations in-
fluence who is resettled and where as well as when
and how people are moved to new locations. Changes
in governments and priorities can delay the imple-
mentation of planned relocations by decades.® This
complicates planning, increases the risk of new
vulnerabilities and undermines the trust of those
affected.®

Furthermore, there is a risk that climate adaptation
will be used as a pretext to push through specific
interests or legitimise unpopular or previously dis-
credited relocation measures. This is particularly
problematic when climate change-induced relocation
is used as a tool against politically marginalised com-
munities.®' For example, the government’s relocation

56 Nagle Alverio et al., “The Role of International Organi-
sations” (see note 53), 512; Ajibade and Siders, “Climate
Change and Planned Retreat” (see note 27), 9; Colette Mor-
treux et al., “Political Economy of Planned Relocation: A
Model of Action and Inaction in Government Responses”,
Global Environmental Change 50 (2018): 123 —32 (131).

57 Melde et al., Making Mobility Work for Adaptation

(see note 37), 53.

58 Goldfinch and Huckstep, Preparing Multilateral Develop-
ment Banks (see note 44), 3.

59 The global dataset of more than 400 cases shows that
the time span between initiating and completing physical
relocation can range from one to two years to several
decades, see Bower and Weerasinghe, Leaving Place, Restoring
Home (see note 5), 36.

60 IOM, A Training Manual for Provincial and Local Authorities
(see note 50), 18.

61 Arnall, “Resettlement as Climate Adaptation” (see note
17), 253, 258; Anthony Oliver-Smith and Alex de Sherbinin,
“Something Old and Something New. Resettlement in the
Twenty-first Century”, in Humanitarian Crises and Migration.
Causes, Consequences and Responses, ed. Susan Martin et al.
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efforts in the Lempira region (Honduras) after Hurri-
cane Mitch must be seen in the context of political
interests aimed at displacing the population from
Celaque National Park.®

Some affected communities therefore view state-
initiated relocations with great scepticism — not least
because these often evoke memories of events from
the colonial era as well as of past forced relocations
and expulsions, which have often had lasting nega-
tive impacts on the degrees of trust in state meas-
ures.”’ One example of this is the Indigenous commu-
nities in Alaska, whose experiences with previous
state-ordered forced relocations continue to have an
impact today and are reflected in the deep mistrust
of government authorities.**

At the national level, there is also often a lack of
transparency about how and why governments ini-
tiate, support or delay relocations, and which factors
or stakeholders influence these decisions. At the same
time, there is rarely any accountability for those who
plan and implement relocations. In addition, there
is often a lack of political incentives to systematically
involve affected communities in decision-making
processes and to adequately take their needs into
account.”

National Adaptation Plans (NAPs), which are an
internationally recognised planning tool under the
UNFCCC, could create greater transparency. However,
of the 53 NAPs submitted to the UNFCCC by March
2024, only 26 mentioned planned relocations —
mostly in passing and without specifying the scope,
timeframe or areas affected. Only 45 per cent of the
53 contained any concrete details.*® At the same time,

(London: Routledge, 2014), 243 — 64 (254), doi: 10.4324/
9780203797860-12; Ferris and Bower, “What We Know,
Don’t Know” (see note 14), 7.

62 See Benjamin F. Timms, “The (Mis)Use of Disaster as
Opportunity: Coerced Relocation from Celaque National
Park, Honduras”, Antipode 43, no. 4 (2011): 1357 —79.

63 McAdam and Ferris, “Planned Relocations in the Con-
text of Climate Change” (see note 18), 156f.; Special Rappor-
teur, Planned Relocation of People in the Context of Disasters

(see note 19), 14.

64 Arnall, “Resettlement as Climate Adaptation” (see note 17),

257.

65 Harrington-Abrams, “Towards Greater Transparency”
(see note 41), 54.

66 See SLYCAN Trust, Briefing Note: Human Mobility in Na-
tional Adaptation Plans (updated version), Human Mobility in
the Context of Climate Change, no. 7 (Colombo, Sri Lanka,
March 2024).
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there is a gap in the documentation: A comparison

of the submitted national reports on adaptation meas-
ures”” with the aforementioned global mapping of
more than 400 documented relocation cases in 78
countries shows that many of these countries either
did not submit reports or did not mention relocations
in them — even though such measures have long
been taking place on the ground.®®

Complex land issues

Further challenges in permanent relocation from
hazard-prone areas arise from unresolved issues
regarding land (use) rights. This problem affects both
the people being resettled and those whose land is to
be used as the new location.*® For example, authori-
ties can restrict the use of certain spaces (e.g. as a
place of residence) or revoke land ownership rights
if a location has been identified as a risk area. Legal
safeguards to effectively recognise, secure or com-
pensate existing land rights — especially customary
and traditional rights — are often lacking. In addi-
tion, people who have to make their land available
for relocation often do not receive adequate compen-
sation. This can lead to significant conflicts. One
example of this is from Mozambique: After Cyclone
Idai struck in 2019, there were 80,000 people re-
settled to 66 new locations. Gaps and inconsistencies
in the legal framework — combined with selective
application of the law — meant that the land rights
of both the relocated people and the host communi-
ties remained unprotected. The unclear legal situa-
tion around land ownership and expropriation

not only posed a key challenge for the relocation
programme, but also led to tensions between the
resettled households and the host communities.”

67 Either in the form of NAPs, National Adaptation Pro-
grammes of Action for Least Developed Countries or Adap-
tation Communications for All Countries.

68 See Harrington-Abrams, “Towards Greater Transparency”
(see note 41).

69 McAdam and Ferris, “Planned Relocations in the Con-
text of Climate Change” (see note 18), 138f.; Nalau and Hand-
mer, “Improving Development Outcomes” (see note 37), 7.
70 See Carolien Jacobs and Bernardo Almeida, Land and
Climate Change: Rights and Environmental Displacement in Mozam-
bique (Leiden: Van Vollenhoven Institute for Law, Govern-
ance and Society, 2020).


https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203797860-12
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203797860-12
https://disasterdisplacement.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/UPDATED-Briefing-Note-Human-Mobility-in-NAPs-1_compressed.pdf
https://disasterdisplacement.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/UPDATED-Briefing-Note-Human-Mobility-in-NAPs-1_compressed.pdf

Diverging assessments of risk and
uninhabitability

Decisions about planned relocations often revolve
around the question of when a place is considered
uninhabitable — and at what point it is no longer
reasonable or safe for the population to remain there.”!
However, defining such thresholds is particularly
challenging. There is currently no internationally
recognised definition of “habitability” or “uninhabit-
ability”, and it is often difficult to determine a clear
“risk threshold” at which relocation becomes neces-
sary, as the contexts regarding hazards and disasters
vary significantly. In addition, the risk tolerance of
those affected is individual and situation-dependent:
It depends not only on the actual threat situation,
but also on social ties, power dynamics, cultural and
emotional attachments to the place, and whether
alternative means of securing a livelihood are avail-
able. Ideas of habitability cannot be reduced to purely
material aspects of human security, such as the avail-
ability of housing, food or water. They are deeply
linked to culturally and historically anchored world-
views and outlooks on life and are embedded in local
knowledge systems.’” “Uninhabitability” and “habit-
ability” form a dynamic continuum shaped by a wide
range of factors. It is precisely this multidimensionality
that makes it challenging to clearly attribute the
causes of uninhabitability to climate change and to
derive political responsibilities from this. At the same
time, in many cases, a clear attribution of causes —
especially to climate change — is central to accessing
financial support, for example through international
climate funds (see section “International financing
instruments”, p. 24).”

Although scientific progress has recently been
made in conceptualising uninhabitability, govern-
ment-led relocation decisions are often based pri-
marily on biophysical risk assessments — and they
depict “uninhabitability” as an objective, irrefutable
finding. The authorities’ assessments often contrast
sharply with the affected population’s knowledge of
their environment, their perception of risk and their

71 Gini et al., “Navigating Tensions” (see note 21), 1263.
72 See Carol Farbotko and John Campbell, “Who Defines
Atoll ‘Uninhabitability’?”, Environmental Science & Policy 138
(2022): 182 —90; Harald Sterly et al., “Habitability for a Con-
nected, Unequal and Changing World”, Global Environmental
Change, 90 (2025), 102953.

73 McAdam and Ferris, “Planned Relocations in the Con-
text of Climate Change” (see note 18), 156.

Diverging assessments of risk and uninhabitability

risk tolerance.”* One illustrative example is from the
Chilean community of Villa Santa Lucia, whose resi-
dents rejected government relocation plans after a
mudslide caused widespread destruction in December
2017. Their refusal was based on a different risk
assessment, which in turn was influenced by specific
local beliefs about nature and human — nature rela-
tionships.”

Managing this tension requires a high degree of
sensitivity — and, in particular, a willingness to in-
corporate different risk assessments into the handling
of potential hazards.”® One example showing such an
integrative approach is from Fiji (see Info box 2, p. 14).
That is where a comprehensive matrix for Climate
Risk and Vulnerability Assessment’” was developed
within the framework of the SOPs and with the sup-
port of the Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Internationale
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) as the implementing organisa-
tion and the state-led Platform on Disaster Displace-
ment (PDD) initiative. In addition to biophysical and
climatic data, this matrix also takes into account
socio-economic and cultural aspects at the community
level. It is particularly noteworthy that both econom-
ic and non-economic losses and damage are taken
into account, such as the loss of traditional social
structures.”

Degree of participation

The extent to which local communities are involved
in decisions about relocation varies greatly. One
example of a community-led initiative can be found
in Alaska. There, on the west coast, the Newtok Tra-
ditional Council has developed a detailed relocation
plan with short- and long-term goals and projects. The
approximately 360 residents of the community were
actively involved in the process and able to vote on

74 Gini et al., “Navigating Tensions” (see note 21), 1263.
75 See Wiegel et al., “Safe from What?” (see note 29).

76 Gini et al., “Navigating Tensions” (see note 21), 1263.
77 See Office of the Prime Minister, Republic of Fiji, Stand-
ard Operating Procedures for Planned Relocation in the Republic of
Fiji (March 2023), 30ff.

78 See PDD, “In Conversation with ... Mr. Nacanieli Bolo
Speigth”, 20 February 2025; PDD, “Table of Indicators on
Cultural Losses Due to Climate Change and Planned Reloca-
tions”, 28 February 2024.
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Practical Insights: Challenges and Lessons Learnt

relocation options in several rounds.” In contrast,
when relocation is initiated and driven by external
actors such as governments or NGOs, measures are
often planned and implemented without sufficiently
consulting people affected and host communities.
There is often a lack of information, transparency,
coordination and inclusive formats, which would
enable broad participation.*

Studies show that the outcomes of
relocation processes are significantly
better when the affected commu-
nities are able to participate fully.

The degree of participation not only influences
whether relocation can be considered voluntary or
forced (see section “Drivers and motivations”, p. 10).
Numerous studies also show that the outcomes are
greatly improved when affected communities are
actively involved in the decision-making processes
and are able to collaborate fully. If the local perspec-
tives and ways of life of the affected population
groups are ignored, however, problems may arise
with regard to relocation decisions and procedures,
potentially exacerbating the marginalisation and ero-
sion of the cultural and social capital of the commu-
nities. It can also lead to rejection and resistance to
the project.®’ Examples such as the failed project to
resettle the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw tribe from Isle
de Jean Charles in Louisiana illustrate that the per-
spectives and capacities of the host communities also
need to be taken into account to a greater extent. New
arrivals and relocations often place a strain on the
infrastructure, labour market and social fabric of the
host communities. A lack of acceptance or the emer-

79 See Robin Bronen, “Community Relocations: The Arctic
and South Pacific”, in Humanitarian Crises and Migration, ed.
Martin et al. (see note 61).

80 Gini et al., “Navigating Tensions” (see note 21), 1263f.;
Special Rapporteur, Report on Planned Relocation (see note 19),
10; McAdam and Ferris, “Planned Relocations in the Context
of Climate Change” (see note 18), 148.

81 See, e.g., Bower et al., “Enabling Pathways” (see note 15);
Nagle Alverio et al., “The Role of International Organisations”
(see note 53); Piggott-McKellar et al., “A Livelihood Analysis
of Resettlement Outcomes” (see note 15); Ranmini Vithana-
gama et al., Planned Relocation in the Context of Natural Disasters:
The Case of Sri Lanka (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Insti-
tution, 2015); Carol Farbotko et al., “Relocation Planning
Must Address Voluntary Immobility”, Nature Climate Change
10, no. 8 (2020): 702 —04.
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gence of conflicts can decisively reduce the success of
the relocation.®

At the same time, however, a holistic, participatory
process requires a considerable investment of time
and resources. Communities are also heterogeneous;
the positions they express during consultations can
be challenging to integrate, as they may contradict
each other.* In situations of acute disaster, this makes
it difficult to take the necessary decisions quickly.
To counteract this dilemma, participatory processes
should ideally be preventive-oriented and take place
in advance of disasters.* Another challenge is that
communities may not want to relocate as a whole, or
parts of them may decide to stay behind (“voluntary
immobility”). At the same time, governments have a
duty to protect their populations and act in the event
of life-threatening danger — if necessary and under
certain conditions, even if this means acting against
the will of individuals or entire communities.*

Learning from development-induced
resettlement contexts

Planned relocations in the context of climate change
and disasters show numerous parallels to resettle-
ments and displacements in the context of large-scale
development projects, such as the construction of
dams (scientific term: “development-induced displace-
ment and resettlement”, DIDR). The similarities relate
in particular to the planning and implementation
processes as well as the associated risks*® for those
affected and the host communities — such as land-
lessness and unemployment, food insecurity, loss of
property and resources, social exclusion and psycho-
social stress.®’

82 Huckstep and Clemens, An Omnibus Overview (see note 31),
93.

83 Nagle Alverio et al., “The Role of International Organi-
sations” (see note 53), 514.

84 Gini et al., “Navigating Tensions” (see note 21), 1264.

85 See Farbotko et al., “Relocation Planning” (see note 81).
86 See, for example, Scudder’s research, which includes a
meta-analysis of 50 resettlement cases related to large dams
completed since 1936, Thayer Scudder, The Future of Large
Dams: Dealing with Social, Environmental, Institutional and Political
Costs (London: Routledge, 2005).

87 Brooke Wilmsen and Michael Webber, “What Can We
Learn from the Practice of Development-forced Displacement
and Resettlement for Organised Resettlements in Response to


https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Brookings-Planned-Relocations-Case-StudyCRMD-Sri-Lanka-case-study-June-2015.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Brookings-Planned-Relocations-Case-StudyCRMD-Sri-Lanka-case-study-June-2015.pdf

The idea for a policy that minimises dangers and
risks of relocation while complying with human
rights is also largely based on findings and analogies
from DIDR practice.®® In response to the often nega-
tive results of resettlement, bilateral and MDBs —
including the World Bank — have introduced binding
standards, guidelines and complaint mechanisms,
compliance with which is a prerequisite for project
financing and lending.** According to these stand-
ards, resettlement may generally only take place if all
other alternatives have been ruled out (similar to the
“last resort” principle). If involuntary resettlement is
unavoidable, its scope as well as social and economic
consequences should be kept to a minimum and com-
pensated for by the accompanying development
measures. The aim is to restore and, ideally, improve
the living conditions of those affected in their new
place of residence. To ensure this, comprehensive
feasibility as well as environmental, health and socio-
economic assessments are planned, in addition to
monitoring and complaint mechanisms, such as the
World Bank’s Inspection Panel.

Despite these standards, the track record of many
development-induced resettlements has been poor.
The main reasons for this are often the inadequate
implementation of existing guidelines, weak national
legal frameworks, limited government capacity and
often misleading development promises. At the same
time, top-down approaches often dominate, prioritis-
ing Western-influenced paradigms and external
expertise while insufficiently accounting for local
realities and indigenous knowledge systems. All these
factors significantly impair the effectiveness and
legitimacy of resettlement projects.”

Climate Change?”, Geoforum 58 (2015): 76 —85 (77); Jha et al.,
Safer Homes, Stronger Communities (see note 36), ix.

88 Bower and Weerasinghe, Leaving Place, Restoring Home
(see note 5), 12.

89 See, for example, The World Bank, Guidance Note for Bor-
rowers. ESS5: Land Acquisition, Restrictions on Land Use and Invol-
untary Resettlement (Washington, D.C., June 2018); Asian De-
velopment Bank, Environmental and Social Framework (Manila,
December 2024), 73 —90.

90 Arnall, “Resettlement as Climate Adaptation”

(see note 17), 257f.

Learning from development-induced resettlement contexts

A more development-oriented
approach could both reduce
climate and disaster risks and
strengthen adaptation.

Decades of experience and extensive research on
DIDR”' provide valuable insights for avoiding the
repeating of mistakes that have led to injustices, and
for better designing future relocations in the context
of climate change.” Some of these insights have
already been incorporated into various guidelines for
planned relocations in the context of disasters and
climate change (see section “Relevant institutional
processes, frameworks and guidelines”, p. 20). Never-
theless, both areas continue to be treated as strictly
separate — politically and operationally — not least
because development actors, especially development
banks, have hardly been involved in climate change-
related relocations (see section “International financ-
ing instruments” on p. 24). As a result, the implemen-
tation of planned relocations in response to climate
change often lacks a clear development-oriented
approach. However, experience from DIDR practice
shows that relocations can contribute to sustainable
development if they are designed as comprehensive
development programmes. To meet this requirement,
they must not only ensure physical safety, but also
sustainably secure and improve the livelihoods of
those affected. At the same time, it is important to
address intersectional and structural problems —
such as unequal access to resources — and to take
into account the long-term nature of such processes.”
A stronger focus on development outcomes in the
climate context could open up transformative path-
ways that both reduce disaster and climate change
risks and enable more robust climate adaptation.

91 Key research on this topic includes Oliver-Smith and
Sherbinin, “Something Old and Something New” (see note
61); Elizabeth Ferris, Planned Relocations, Disasters and Climate
Change: Consolidating Good Practices and Preparing for the Future,
Background Report (Sanremo, Italy, 12 — 14 March 2014),
(Washington, D.C.: UNHCR, The Brookings Institution, and
Georgetown University, 2014); Wilmsen and Webber, “What
Can We Learn” (see note 87).

92 Nagle Alverio et al., “The Role of International Organi-
sations” (see note 53), 518.

93 Gini et al., “Navigating Tensions” (see note 21), 1264.
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https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/294331530217033360/ESF-Guidance-Note-5-Land-Acquisition-Restrictions-on-Land-Use-and-Involuntary-Resettlement-English.pdf
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https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Planned-Relocations-Backgrond-paper-March-2014.pdf
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Status Quo of International Engagement

Status Quo of International

Engagement

Given the complexity and resource intensity of planned
relocations, affected communities and governments
in many parts of the world are dependent on the sup-
port of international actors for their design and im-
plementation, and are increasingly calling on them
for assistance. However, an assessment of international
engagement in the area of planned relocation to date
shows that it has been fragmented and unsystematic,
resulting in an inadequate alignment with identified
demands.

Relevant institutional processes,
frameworks and guidelines

In 2010, the Conference of the Parties (COP) to the
UNFCCC placed the issue of planned relocation on
its agenda by calling for greater understanding of cli-
mate change-induced displacement, migration and
planned relocation, and for increased cooperation in
this domain.” Since then, key climate and migration
policy frameworks have recognised planned reloca-
tion as a relevant tool for disaster risk reduction,
climate adaptation and for responding to loss and
damage. These key documents include the COP deci-
sions on the Paris Agreement,” the Sendai Frame-
work for Disaster Risk Reduction (SFDRR)’ and the
Nansen Initiative’s Protection Agenda”’ for displaced

94 See UNFCCC, The Cancun Agreements: Outcome of the Work of
the Ad Hoc Working Group on Long-Term Cooperative Action under
the Convention, Decision 1/CP.16, Report of the Conference

of the Parties on its sixteenth session, CC/CP/2010/7/Add.1 §
(Cancun, 11 March 2011).

95 See UNFCCC, Report of the Conference of the Parties on Its
Twenty-First Session (Paris, 2016).

96 See United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction,
Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 (Geneva,
2015).

97 See The Nansen Initiative, Agenda for the Protection of
Cross-Border Displaced Persons (see note 20).
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persons in the context of disasters and climate change.
The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular
Migration (GCM)™ also explicitly refers to planned
relocation. Similar developments are also taking place
at the regional level, for example in Central America,
the Pacific region as well as Latin America and the
Caribbean (see timeline, p. 21).

In these various policy areas (disaster risk reduc-
tion, climate adaptation, migration), relocation is
predominantly understood as an adaptation measure
to climate change andl/or as a strategy to reduce the
risk of displacement and disaster. Recently, relocation
has also been increasingly discussed in the context of
international climate negotiations regarding climate
change-induced loss and damage: both as a cause
and a consequence of loss and damage (see Info box 3,
p. 26). For example, the Task Force on Displacement
of the Warsaw International Mechanism for Loss and
Damage (WIM) has included the topic of planned
relocation in its ongoing work plan. The topic is also
part of the technical support offered by the Santiago
Network, which aims to facilitate access to technical
knowledge related to loss and damage.”

International and regional frameworks (see time-
line, p. 21) emphasise the need for safe, rights-based
and durable solutions. They provide a normative ref-
erence point for shared responsibility and coordinated
implementation of planned relocations by govern-
ments, international actors and relevant stakeholders.
In some cases, they also call on national and local
governments to develop appropriate public policies
for planned relocations (see, for example, SFDRR 27 (k)).

98 See UN General Assembly, Global Compact for Safe, Orderly
and Regular Migration, Resolution Adopted by the General
Assembly on 19 December 2018 (New York, NY, 11 January
2019).

99 For a detailed overview of the various processes and
frameworks, see PDD, Information Brief (see note 45); Ferris and
Weerasinghe, “Promoting Human Security” (see note 34).
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https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2015/cop21/eng/10.pdf
https://www.undrr.org/publication/sendai-framework-disaster-risk-reduction-2015-2030
https://docs.un.org/en/A/RES/73/195
https://docs.un.org/en/A/RES/73/195

Timeline

Selection of relevant frameworks, processes and guidelines for planned relocations

B international level M regional level

Processes and normative frameworks

2010 e

The Canciin Agreements (COP16) recognise
planned relocation for the first time as a form of
climate-induced human mobility.

The Central American Strategy on Climate
Change calls for the development of national
strategies to address the growing number of
long-term relocations.

2015 L

The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Re-
duction recognises the importance of formulat-
ing policies at the local and national levels for
relocation in zones prone to disaster risk.

The Nansen Initiative for Protection
recognises planned relocation as a “last resort”
measure to address the risk of disaster-induced
displacement and advocates its better use as a
preventive or responsive measure.

Establishment of the Task Force on Displace-
ment based on the COP21 decisions on the

Paris Agreement; its work begins in 2017 and also
addresses planned relocation as a “last resort™.

2018

Extension of the mandate of the Task Force
on Displacement (COP24, Katowice) and inte-
gration into the WIM’s five-year rolling work
plan with a focus on migration, displacement
and planned relocation.

The Global Compact for Migration highlights the
importance of states working together to address
climate change and mentions planned relocation,
common solutions to climate change, and also
planned relocation.

2023

At COP28 in Dubai, planned relocation is
mentioned in the decision text of the first global
stocktake and explicitly included in the scope of
the new Loss and Damage Fund.

2024 -

In the Pacific Regional Framework on Climate
Mobility, the 18 heads of state and government

of the Pacific Islands Forum recognise planned
relocation asa “last resort”, provided that it is safe,
humane and timely.

The Chile Declaration and Plan of Action
2024-2034 for the regional implementation of
the Global Compact on Refugees, adopted by

22 Latin American and Caribbean states, empha-
sises relocation as a possible durable solution for
refugees as well as displaced and stateless persons.

Source: Based on PDD, Information Brief: The Platform on Disaster Displacement and Planned Relocation, November 2024.

—

~—

Guidelines

—— 2011

The World Bank, in collaboration with GFDRR,
publishes a handbook on preventive resettle-
ment programmes as measures to reduce disaster
risk.

2013
l According to the Peninsula Principles, people

who are displaced in the context of climate
change have the right to safe relocation within
national borders.

2015

Together with Brookings and Georgetown
University, the UNHCR produces one of the
best-known sets of guidance, which outline
general principles for planned relocations.

University, develop a toolbox with concrete

2017

To complement the 2015 guidance on the topic,

UNHCR, Georgetown University and IOM, in

close cooperation with the World Bank and UN
implementation measures.

~— 2018

The Sydney Declaration of the International
Law Association sets out principles for state-led
relocation in the context of sea level rise.

~ 2019

As part of its “Words into Action” series on the
implementation of the SFDDR, the UNDRR
develops a guide on disaster displacement,
which also highlights key factors for shaping
the policy framework for planned relocation.

2022

The IFRC publishes guidance on planned
relocation in the context of disasters and climate
change in the Asia-Pacific region.

2024

The UN Special Rapporteur on the human
rights of internally displaced persons submits a
thematic report on planned relocation to the UN
Human Rights Council and makes recommenda-
tions for action to states.
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Status Quo of International Engagement

To support the countries in question, various inter-
national (operational) actors have incorporated best
practices and lessons learnt from previous relocation
experiences (see section “Practical Insight: Challenges
and Lessons Learnt”, p. 12) into policy, conceptual
and operational guidelines. The 2015 Guidance on
Protecting People from Disasters and Environmental
Change through Planned Relocations'® — developed
by the Brookings Institution, Georgetown University
and the Office of the United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees (UNHCR) — and the 2017 tool-

%' building on it was developed in collaboration
with the International Organisation for Migration
(IOM). These guidelines set out basic principles for
protecting and safeguarding the rights of people
affected by planned relocations, principles that have
been incorporated into numerous other guidelines.

box

Instead of new international guide-
lines, existing ones should be adapted
for local use, for example through
practical, context-specific guidelines.

The guidelines listed in the timeline can provide
valuable guidance for operational practices and
normative principles for dealing with planned relo-
cations. However, they are not legally binding and
do not create internationally recognised standards
against which participating states and other actors
must measure themselves. Furthermore, they were
mostly designed with the intention of claiming
global, universal validity, with little involvement of
countries. Due to specific local conditions, they are
also often difficult to implement one-to-one on the
ground. Their approach is also predominantly top-
down; the needs, rights and autonomy of the affected
communities, as well as non-economic losses and
damage, receive too little attention. Issues of justice
remain largely unaddressed. In addition, they are
often only accessible to the affected communities to
a limited extent. However, instead of drafting new
guidelines at the international level or revising
existing ones — such as the UNHCR’s 2015 guidance
and the accompanying 2017 toolbox — the existing
documents should specifically be made accessible to

100 See The Brookings Institution et al., Guidance for Pro-
tecting People (see note 21).

101 See IOM et al., A Toolbox: Planning Relocations to Protect
People from Disasters and Environmental Change (Washington,

D.C., 2017).
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those applying them on the ground, for example by
developing practical, context-specific guidelines that
take into account local challenges, risks and needs.

In addition to the developments at the national
level already described (see section “Developing
national strategies and regulatory approaches”, p. 13),
there are also efforts at the regional level to adapt
the principles contained in the guidelines to specific
contexts. In the Pacific region, for example, IOM and
the PDD are currently assisting in the development
of regional guidelines on planned relocations as part
of the implementation of the Pacific Regional Frame-
work on Climate Mobility, which was adopted by
heads of state and government in 2023. Similar guide-
lines are being developed in the Americas, with a
particular focus on gender and intersectionality. In
addition, some communities have begun drafting
their own local protocols, setting out what communi-
ty-led planned relocation means for them in concrete
terms and what support they need from governments
and other actors. Examples include the Enseada da
Baleia community in Brazil and communities such as
Newtok in Alaska.'®”

Fragmented landscape of actors

As a cross-cutting issue, planned relocation affects
various areas of cooperation within the international
community — from climate adaptation and disaster
preparedness/ disaster risk reduction to migration,
human rights, development and reconstruction. Con-
sequently, the international stakeholder landscape
that advises and supports governments and affected
communities in planned relocations is diverse. These
include UN organisations, but also actors outside the
UN system such as intergovernmental initiatives,
international financial institutions, bilateral donors
and NGOs. These actors offer various forms of sup-
port, ranging from financing and technical advice to
operational guidance on implementation and capac-
ity development. They also contribute to improving
the evidence base by commissioning a large number
of studies.'”

102 See Elizabeth Ferris, Erica Bower and Sanjula Weera-
singhe, “Revisiting the 2015 Guidance on Planned Reloca-
tions: A Decade of Progress and Future Horizons”, Researching
Internal Displacement (blog), 30 October 2025, 6 —11.

103 See Rachel Harrington-Abrams and Erica Bower, “A
Missing Link? The Role of International Organisations in


https://environmentalmigration.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl1411/files/documents/planning-relocations_toolbox_split-version.pdf
https://environmentalmigration.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl1411/files/documents/planning-relocations_toolbox_split-version.pdf
https://researchinginternaldisplacement.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Ferris-et-al-Planned-Relocation.pdf
https://researchinginternaldisplacement.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Ferris-et-al-Planned-Relocation.pdf

Although none of the international organisations
and NGOs has an explicit mandate to do so, some
have expanded their work in recent years to include
climate change-induced displacement and, in some
cases, planned relocation.' In particular, UNHCR,
IOM, the World Bank and NGOs such as the Nor-
wegian Refugee Council and Refugees International
have actively contributed to the development of the
aforementioned global guidelines (2015) and toolbox
(2017) and have advocated for the issue to be included
19 Many of these
actors are also involved in the WIM Task Force on
Displacement. In addition, IOM (in Vanuatu and the
Solomon Islands) and the World Bank (in Jamaica and
Uruguay) have supported governments in developing
country-specific guidelines or strategies and offered
capacity-building. For example, IOM conducted train-
ing for the Vietnamese government and published
a training manual on planned relocations.'*® More
recently, it has created a regional Costing Tool for
Funds for Latin America and the Caribbean to help
governments and other stakeholders budget for relo-
cation and, in particular, calculate non-economic
losses and damage after disasters.'”” The state-led PDD
initiative, which is also involved in the WIM Task
Force, has been working intensively on this issue
since 2016, for example through political lobbying;
the development and dissemination of international,
regional and national guidelines and standards; and
the promotion of research, data collection and the
regional exchange of experience.'”® With its new
2024 —2030 strategy, the PDD has declared planned
relocation to be one of its three key priorities.'*

in global processes and frameworks.

Climate-related Planned Relocation”, Climate Policy 25, no. 3
(2025): 490 —503; Nagle Alverio et al., “The Role of Inter-
national Organisations” (see note 53).

104 Harrington-Abrams and Bower, “A Missing Link?”
(see note 103), 496.

105 Ferris and Weerasinghe, “Promoting Human Security”
(see note 34), 143.

106 See IOM, A Training Manual for Provincial and Local
Authorities (see note 50).

107 See IOM, “Tool for Funds (CTF)”, 2025.

108 For an overview of some of the PDD activities in the
period 2016 —2024, see PDD, Information Brief (see note 45).
109 See PDD, Platform on Disaster Displacement (PDD) Strategy
2024-2030 (Geneva, 2023).

Fragmented landscape of actors

International support for climate-
related relocation remains ad hoc,
uncoordinated and fragmented.

Germany is one of the few donor countries that
provides targeted support for planned relocation,
albeit only in Fiji to date. On behalf of the BMZ, the
GIZ has provided close support to the Fijian govern-
ment from the outset in developing a comprehensive
governance framework. This has included developing
and implementing national relocation guidelines and
SOPs, as well as establishing the CROC Trust Fund and
the interministerial Fiji Taskforce on Relocation and
Displacement. To strengthen the Fijian government’s
institutional capacities, the GIZ also promotes train-
ing courses — for example on SOPs, the CROC Trust
Fund, and climate risk and vulnerability assessment
methodology — partly with the support of the New
Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs."'® NGOs also have
experience with relocation: In Fiji, the German NGO
Brot fiir die Welt has been supporting a project on
the island of Vanua Levu since 2022. The relocation
affects 160 residents of the village of Cogea, which
was devastated by Cyclone Yasa in 2020.""

Nevertheless, there is still no central point of con-
tact at the international level for national govern-
ments and communities seeking guidance on planned
relocations. None of the international organisations
has a recognised leadership role; rather, various
actors take the lead in different country-specific con-
texts, often based on existing partnerships. The result
is a fragmented support landscape with widely vary-
ing approaches, standards, and references to existing
guidelines and human rights. Bower and Harrington-
Abrams (2024) refer to this as an institutional missing
link, the absence of which meaning that international
support for climate change-induced relocation is
largely ad hoc, uncoordinated and isolated, carrying
the risk of duplication, inefficient use of limited re-
sources and competition. Furthermore, in the context
of climate change-induced relocation, there are no
institutional mechanisms (whether rights-based or
otherwise) to hold the international actors involved
accountable for their actions. This is particularly

110 See GIZ, Global Programme Human Mobility in the Context
of Climate Change (HMCCC), Pacific Component, Factsheet (Bonn,
July 2023).

111 See Brot fiir die Welt, Kraft zum Leben schopfen, Gemein-

sam fiir Wasser, Erndhrungssicherheit und Klimagerechtigkeit (Ber-
lin, May 2025), 13—17.
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https://lac.iom.int/en/costing-tool-funds-ctf
https://disasterdisplacement.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/Platform_on_Disaster_Displacement_Strategy-2024-2030_website.pdf
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https://www.giz.de/de/downloads/GIZ_HMCCC_Factsheet_PAC_20230809.pdf
https://www.giz.de/de/downloads/GIZ_HMCCC_Factsheet_PAC_20230809.pdf
https://www.brot-fuer-die-welt.de/fileadmin/mediapool/50_Fuer-Gemeinden/Aktion/67/Projekte_und_Positionen_2025.pdf
https://www.brot-fuer-die-welt.de/fileadmin/mediapool/50_Fuer-Gemeinden/Aktion/67/Projekte_und_Positionen_2025.pdf

Status Quo of International Engagement

problematic given the negative track record of, for
example, MDBs in the area of development-induced
displacement and resettlement (DIDR, see section
“Learning from development-induced resettlement
contexts”, p. 18). Instead, the degree of compliance
with international guidelines such as the UNHCR
guidance and the IOM toolbox or internationally
agreed standards (e.g. human rights principles) varies
greatly.'" There is also no comprehensive overview
of the various actors’ activities, their priorities, who is
working with whom and where, and which structures
are particularly effective.'"’

Current international engagement is predominant-
ly focused on technical advice rather than on the con-
crete implementation or financing of climate change-
related relocation projects. Development actors in
particular have been largely absent at the project
level and in implementation.'* A few exceptions in-
clude, for example, the support provided by IOM for
relocation programmes following the 2007 floods in
Mozambique and that provided by the GIZ and the EU
for the relocation of the villagers of Narikoso in Fiji.
The experience gained from the latter project was in-
corporated into the development of the Fijian reloca-
tion guidelines. The measure and its implementation
are considered a pilot for further projects in the
Pacific region (see Info box 2, p. 14).'"

International financing instruments

Fragmentation in the international processing of
planned relocations also extends to the level of ex-
ternal financing: Bilateral, regional and multilateral
donors, UN organisations and even the EU often only
cover individual phases or components of the relo-
cation process. Funds are frequently allocated solely
for the construction of housing and public infrastruc-

112 See Harrington-Abrams and Bower, “A Missing Link?”
(see note 103).

113 With a few exceptions, such as the work of Nagle
Alverio et al. (2021, see note 53), or Harrington-Abrams and
Bower (2025, see note 103), which analyse the landscape of
participating international organisations for the first time
on the basis of the global mapping.

114 Huckstep and Clemens, An Omnibus Overview

(see note 31), 265.

115 See IOM, “Race to Help Resettle Flood Victims in
Mozambique”, 29 March 2007; BMZ, “Geplante Umsiedlun-
gen. Pazifische Inseln: Zusammenarbeit konkret”, 13 July
2023.

SWP Berlin
When Home Becomes Uninhabitable
January 2026

24

ture, whereas measures to promote socio-economic
well-being and provide psychosocial support are
rarely taken into account. In addition, the funds are
usually project-related or earmarked — and insuffi-
cient overall.''® This makes long-term, cross-sectoral
planning difficult, even though it would be necessary
to overcome the many challenges before, during and
after relocation.""”

MDBs in particular have only been involved in
financing to a limited extent, even though they are
capable of mobilising the considerable resources
required and strengthening national ownership of
inclusive relocation policies. This is due to the reluc-
tance of national governments to take out loans or
use limited grants to address the impacts of climate
change, which has primarily been caused by indus-
trialised nations. The risk aversion of banks also plays
a role in their reluctance to deal with complex land
tenure issues and the numerous other challenges that
have been already described.'"®

UNFCCC funds such as the Adaptation Fund (AF),
the Least Developed Countries Fund (LDCF) and, in
particular, the Green Climate Fund (GCF) could also
theoretically finance planned relocation measures as
part of climate change adaptation efforts, even if this
task is not explicitly mentioned in their strategic plans.
However, this has only happened in a few isolated
cases so far: The GCF and the AF have supported
projects with relocation components in Rwanda and
Senegal. With around US$23.4 billion'" (as of June
2025), the GCF has significantly more funds at its
disposal than the LDCF (US$2.25 billion, as of Septem-
ber 2024) and the AF (US$2 billion, as of March 2025)."*°
This makes it the most likely fund to support costly

116 See Huckstep and Clemens, An Omnibus Overview (see
note 31), 101f,; Boston et al., “Designing a Funding Frame-
work” (see note 54); David Durand-Delacre et al., Funding
Futures (see note 54).

117 Goldfinch and Huckstep, Preparing Multilateral Develop-
ment Banks (see note 44), 4; Special Rapporteur, Planned Relo-
cation of People in the Context of Disasters (see note 19), 8.

118 Goldfinch and Huckstep, Preparing Multilateral Develop-
ment Banks (see note 44), 3f.

119 Half in greenhouse gas reduction and halfin climate
change adaptation.

120 See The World Bank, Green Climate Fund Trust Fund,
Financial Report: As of 30 June 2025 (Washington, D.C., 2025);
The World Bank Group, Adaptation Fund Trust Fund, Financial
Report: As of 31 March 2025 (Washington, D.C., 2025); The
World Bank Group, Least Developed Countries Fund (LDCF), Finan-
cial Report: As of 30 September 2025 (Washington, D.C., 2025).


https://www.iom.int/news/race-help-resettle-flood-victims-mozambique
https://www.iom.int/news/race-help-resettle-flood-victims-mozambique
https://www.bmz.de/de/themen/klimawandel-und-entwicklung/migration-und-klima/beispiel-pazifik-33020
https://www.bmz.de/de/themen/klimawandel-und-entwicklung/migration-und-klima/beispiel-pazifik-33020
https://fiftrustee.worldbank.org/content/dam/fif/funds/gcftf/TrusteeReports/GCFTF%20Financial%20Report%20as%20of%20Jun%2030%202025.pdf
https://fiftrustee.worldbank.org/content/dam/fif/funds/gcftf/TrusteeReports/GCFTF%20Financial%20Report%20as%20of%20Jun%2030%202025.pdf
https://fiftrustee.worldbank.org/content/dam/fif/funds/adapt/TrusteeReports/AF%20Trustee%20Report%20at%20March%2031%202025.pdf
https://fiftrustee.worldbank.org/content/dam/fif/funds/adapt/TrusteeReports/AF%20Trustee%20Report%20at%20March%2031%202025.pdf
https://www.thegef.org/sites/default/files/documents/2024-12/GEF-LDCF.SCCF_.37-Inf.02_Trustee%20Report_LDCF.pdf
https://www.thegef.org/sites/default/files/documents/2024-12/GEF-LDCF.SCCF_.37-Inf.02_Trustee%20Report_LDCF.pdf

relocation.'!

However, the new Adaptation Gap Report
2025 from the United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP) also shows that funding for adaptation meas-

ures remains consistently inadequate, overall.'*

Only the mandate of the new Fund
for Responding to Loss and Damage
explicitly includes migration,
displacement and planned relocation.

The newly established Fund for Responding to Loss
and Damage (FRLD) is the only UNFCCC fund whose
mandate explicitly includes support in the areas of
migration, displacement and planned relocation.
However, its current level of funding, at just under
US$583 million'* (as of October 2025), is extremely
low; the pledges made to date of US$788.8 million
(as of June 2025)"** fall far short of the estimated an-
nual requirement of US$400 billion.'*” It also remains
to be seen how the fund will respond to growing
demand and manage competing priorities, given its
severely limited resources.'*® It also remains unclear
whether countries will prioritise planned relocations
in their FRLD applications and how quickly and effec-
tively these funds will reach the affected communi-
ties.™’

121 See Laura Schéfer et al., Potential for Loss and Damage
Finance in the Existing UN-UNFCCC Financial Architecture (Bonn
and Berlin: Germanwatch, 2021).

122 A comparison of developing countries’ estimated fund-
ing needs for climate adaptation measures with current
financial flows shows that the financing gap will amount to
US$284 to US$339 billion annually by 2035. This means that
the demand is around 12 to 14 times higher than the funds
currently provided by industrialised countries (2023: US$26
billion), see UNEP, Adaptation Gap Report 2025: Running on
Empty — The World Is Gearing Up for Climate Resilience without the
Money to Get There (Nairobi, 2024).

123 The World Bank, “Fund for Responding to Loss and
Damage (FRLD)”, 3 November 2025.

124 FRLD, “Funding, as of 30 June 2025, a Total of USD
788.80 Million Has Been Pledged to the FRLD”, 3 November
2025.

125 Julie-Anne Richards et al., The Loss and Damage Finance
Landscape (Washington, D.C.: Heinrich-B6l1l-Stiftung, and
The Loss and Damage Collaboration, May 2023), 5f.

126 Lawrence Huang and Samuel Davidoff-Gore, Funding
Climate Mobility Projects: Key Players and Strategies for Growth
(Washington, D.C.: Migration Policy Institute, March 2025),
10f.

127 Ibid., 11.

International financing instruments

There are also smaller funds such as the Mayors
Migration Council’s Global Cities Fund on Inclusive
Climate Action, which is itself funded by private
foundations — the Ikea Foundation and the Robert
Bosch Foundation. For example, it co-financed the
relocation of 140 internally displaced households
in Hargeisa (Somaliland)'*®
(Mozambique),"® two of the few climate change-
related relocation projects in Africa. The Climate
Justice Fund, financed by the Scottish government
and several philanthropists, aims to strengthen the
capacities of particularly affected communities —
especially women, young people and Indigenous
groups — so that they can develop and implement
their own solutions to improve their climate resili-
ence. The fund has awarded grants to local communi-
ties in places such as Alaska and Bangladesh that are
considering relocation, are in the process of reloca-
tion or are dealing with the consequences of reloca-
tion that has already taken place.'

Another example is the newly established Commu-
nity Climate Adaptation Facility (C-CAF), led by the
Global Centre for Climate Mobility (GCCM). The facil-
ity is based at the United Nations Office for Project
Services (UNOPS) and is funded by UN organisations,
governments and philanthropic foundations. It is
designed to provide quick and easy access to funding
for amounts lower than €100,000 for local commu-
nities’ adaptation efforts, which in the future will
also enable community-led relocation measures to be
financed. At the same time, there is a risk that dupli-
cate structures and competition for funding could
arise, for example in Fiji, where there is already a
community-based trust fund for relocation, but which
has received hardly any international funding (in-
cluding from Germany). Nevertheless, C-CAF could fill
a key gap in international climate finance: Many ex-
isting funds have excessively high minimum amounts
and complex application requirements, rely heavily
on government implementation or are too slow to
respond. This results in long waiting times for dis-

and 15 families in Beira

128 Mayors Migration Council, “Hargeisa, Somaliland:
Daami’s Dignified Relocation”, 16 November 2022.

129 Mayors Migration Council, “Beira, Mozambique: Praia
Resilience Project”, 18 May 2022.

130 See Chris Allan et al., A Review of the Climate Justice Resili-
ence Fund’s Phase I Portfolio (Boulder, CO: Institute for Social
and Environmental Transition-International, October 2023).
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https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/publications/mpi_climate-mobility-donors-2025_final.pdf
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/publications/mpi_climate-mobility-donors-2025_final.pdf
https://mayorsmigrationcouncil.org/news/hargeisa-project/
https://mayorsmigrationcouncil.org/news/hargeisa-project/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5841c73ebebafbacb758758f/t/652eb5483f45844de7a9661b/1697559961652/CJRF_review+CJRF+Phase+1+portfolio+-+FULLreport.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5841c73ebebafbacb758758f/t/652eb5483f45844de7a9661b/1697559961652/CJRF_review+CJRF+Phase+1+portfolio+-+FULLreport.pdf

Status Quo of International Engagement

Info box 3
Adaptation and/or loss and damage?

Planned relocations can be a form of climate adaptation, dis-
aster risk reduction, or a form of loss and damage. For example,
while relocation from areas increasingly exposed to extreme
weather events is a measure of adaptation to climate change,
the numerous negative effects associated with relocation can
be considered material and non-material losses and darnage.a
This categorisation is particularly important with regard to
UNFCCC financial flows. Depending on how relocation is clas-
sified, different institutions, implementation procedures and
operational responsibilities apply. Among other things, there
is a risk that classifying planned relocation as loss and damage
could mean that communities wishing to relocate only gain
access to assistance once their situation has become critical or
life-threatening. This delay prevents proactive relocation sup-
port and can lead to significant but avoidable loss and damage,
or lead to affected populations undertaking the relocation pro-
cess on their own, without the necessary support and resources
to achieve a sustainable outcome.

a Huckstep and Clemens, An Omnibus Overview (see note 31), 30.
b Gini et al., “Navigating Tensions” (see note 21), 1264.

bursement and makes direct access difficult for local
communities.*!

The funding cuts jeopardise both
technical and financial support
measures and the existence of estab-
lished multi-stakeholder initiatives.

Despite the multitude of financing sources and
mechanisms described here, they are often insuffi-
cient in terms of both scope and reach to effectively
address the consequences of climate change for par-
ticularly affected communities. It is also unclear how
the current funding cuts in development cooperation
and humanitarian aid — particularly by the United
States and major European donor countries, including
Germany — will affect international and bilateral
engagement in the area of planned relocation. These
drastic cuts not only jeopardise the provision of tech-
nical and financial support, but also the existence
and effectiveness of established multi-stakeholder

131 Huang and Davidoff-Gore, Funding Climate Mobility
Projects (see note 126), 11.

SWP Berlin
When Home Becomes Uninhabitable
January 2026

26

At the same time, the FRLD represents a new source of
funding that explicitly extends support for all forms of climate
change-related mobility, including planned relocation, and has
received considerable political attention — even though com-
pensation or redress for climate change-related damage remains
one of the most politically controversial and sensitive aspects
of international climate finance. Nevertheless, developing coun-
tries’ demand to anchor “loss and damage” as a separate sub-
goal in the new climate finance goal — the New Collective
Quantified Goal (NCQG) — failed. Thus, the financing of loss
and damage falls outside the NCQG mandate and there is no
direct obligation to provide such ﬁnalncing.C

Researchers increasingly argue that planned relocations are
both adaptation and loss and damage, and that the strict sepa-
ration between the two concepts makes it considerably more
difficult to plan adequate relocation measures in prac‘[ic:e.d

¢ Laura Schifer et al., “Climate Policy in Times of Crisis: Weak
Compromises despite Urgent Needs”, Germanwatch (blog), Decem-
ber 2024.

d See Karen E. McNamara et al., “The Complex Decision-
Making of Climate-Induced Relocation: Adaptation and Loss

and Damage”, Climate Policy 18, no. 1 (2018): 111 —17.

initiatives such as the PDD, which probably has to
discontinue many of its operational activities and
dissolve its secretariat. The impact of the ongoing UN
reform (UN8O Initiative) on the support structures of
UN organisations is also uncertain.


http://www.germanwatch.org/en/91843
http://www.germanwatch.org/en/91843

Preconditions for effective international support

Sustainable International

Engagement

Advancing climate change is significantly increasing
the pressure on affected communities and govern-
ments and narrowing the window of opportunity to
create the appropriate political, legal and financial
frameworks for dealing with planned relocations. The
longer that adequate structures remain lacking, the
greater the risk that human security will be massively
threatened, fundamental human rights violated and
entire communities displaced. Governments must
therefore not wait until a disaster strikes and act pro-
actively. Early planning significantly reduces costs
and damage — a crucial factor in view of dwindling
resources.

This requires more coordinated, cooperative and
accountable support across different policy areas. The
aim must be to provide (non-)state actors with easy
access to resources and expertise while strengthening
the leadership and autonomy of the communities
affected. In addition to better coordination and a
more coherent approach to the engagement of inter-
national actors, open, collaborative learning processes
are essential to ensure that political and technical
experiences in relocation practices are effectively
exchanged."”

Germany can play a key role in this regard. German
development cooperation has already gained valuable
experience in Fiji and made a decisive contribution
to the creation of a comprehensive governance frame-
work for planned relocations, which is now regarded
as a model worldwide. Such initiatives are an impor-
tant start. However, they are not sufficient to address
the growing importance and complexity of the issue.
What is needed now is a long-term, inter-ministerial
commitment by Germany in the area of planned relo-
cation that closes existing gaps in the international
system and sets standards for responsible, human

132 Harrington-Abrams and Bower, “A Missing Link?”
(see note 103), 500.

rights-based and development-oriented climate adap-
tation.

Preconditions for effective international
support

Given the profound impact on those affected, the con-
flict-ridden domestic dynamics and the often negative
experiences with relocation, the key question is when
and under what conditions international support
should be provided. The following basic preconditions
can be derived based on the findings to date (see sec-
tion “Practical Insight: Challenges and Lessons Learnt”,
p. 12).

Multidimensional approach

To effectively address the complex risks and challeng-
es of relocation, there is a growing need for a multi-
dimensional support approach that integrates exist-
ing instruments of disaster risk reduction, climate
adaptation, humanitarian aid and development co-
operation and ensures multi-sectoral cooperation

(see “Action field 1: Supporting cross-sectoral coopera-
tion”, p. 29). Based on previous relocation/resettle-
ment experiences, scientific findings and lessons
learnt from other resettlement contexts (see section
“Learning from development-induced resettlement
contexts”, p. 18), the purpose of relocation should not
be solely to protect against climate risks. The long-
term enhancement of the well-being of those affected,
their resilience to future climate hazards and the
reduction of structural inequalities are equally impor-
tant — with the overarching goal of promoting sus-
tainable development and social justice."* From this,

133 See Idowu Ajibade et al., “Are Managed Retreat Pro-
grammes Successful and Just? A Global Mapping of Success
Typologies, Justice Dimensions, and Trade-offs”, Global En-
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Sustainable International Engagement

Info box 4
Normative principles for
planned relocations

Human rights-based

A human rights-based approach requires actively
ensuring rights through effective protection measures
and legally binding frameworks. This includes access to
legal remedies and monitoring and complaint mecha-
nisms to identify and remedy human rights violations
during relocation at an early stage.

Participatory and inclusive

The autonomy and participation of those affected must
be at the heart of the relocation project. From the outset,
all those affected — including potential host communi-
ties — must be involved in decisions, regardless of age,
gender, abilities, socio-economic status or property
ownership.

Development-oriented

Relocation must be designed as sustainable development
programmes that secure the livelihoods of those affected
in the long term and, ideally, improve them. The social,
economic and cultural aspects of quality of life must be
taken into account and local capacities must be
specifically promoted so that affected communities are
empowered to actively shape their own future.

Justice-focused

In relocation processes, attention must be paid to the fair
distribution of risks, costs and benefits. Intersectional
forms of discrimination and socio-economic and cultural
risk factors, which are often rooted in local power
structures, must be taken into account. In addition, the
needs of those affected must be respected and local,
traditional and indigenous knowledge systems must be
incorporated.

four (partly overlapping) normative principles that
should be prioritised in the design and support of
relocation processes (see Info box 4) can be drawn.'**

vironmental Change 76 (2022), doi: 10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2022.
102576; Nalau and Handmer, “Improving Development Out-
comes” (see note 37).

134 These can also be found in varying degrees in numer-
ous scientific papers, see, e.g., Lucy Szaboova et al., “Evaluat-
ing Migration as Successful Adaptation to Climate Change:
Trade-offs in Well-being, Equity, and Sustainability”, One
Earth 6, no. 6 (2023): 620 —31; Nagle Alverio et al., “The Role
of International Organisations” (see note 53); Ajibade et al.,
“Are Managed Retreat Programmes Successful and Just?”
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Consent as a prerequisite

As a general rule, the following should apply to
the support of planned relocations: If those directly
affected have not given their consent, the utmost
restraint is required. International actors should only
promote planned relocations if the relocation is either
expressly desired by the communities affected or im-
plemented with their voluntary, informed consent.
Such an approach would be based on the right of
Indigenous Peoples to consultation and consent with
regard to their land, culture and resources — a right
recognised in international law and firmly established
in the extractive industries and the design of sustain-
able supply chains, among other areas."® It is crucial
that those affected are free to choose whether they
want to relocate or pursue other adaptation meas-
ures. Community-led relocations should therefore be
given priority. If consent cannot be obtained despite
comprehensive consultation, relocations may only be
carried out to protect lives — on the basis of national
law and in accordance with international standards."*®
Governments’ interest in climate adaptation should
not take precedence over the human rights of those
affected. Major investments should only be made
once it is certain that the communities actually want
to be resettled. Otherwise, there is a risk of financing
measures that violate human rights and are unlikely
to succeed. In authoritarian and fragile contexts,
where democracy and freedom of expression are not
guaranteed, government-initiated relocations should
be supported with the utmost caution — and only
if adequate safeguards are in place and the measures
demonstrably serve to protect lives and improve
people’s well-being.

Relocation as a “last resort”

Against this backdrop, it is crucial that international
actors take a differentiated approach to consultation
and do not rush to promote relocation as the pre-
ferred solution. Rather, relocation should be under-

(see note 133); Arnall, “Resettlement as Climate Adaptation”
(see note 17).

135 The principle of “free, prior and informed consent”

is reaffirmed in the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indig-
enous Peoples (UNDRIP).

136 Committee on International Law and Sea Level Rise,
Sydney Declaration of Principles on the Protection of Persons Displaced
in the Context of Sea Level Rise, Resolution 6/2018 (Sydney,
August 2028), 5.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2022.102576
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2022.102576
http://www2.ecolex.org/server2neu.php/libcat/docs/LI/MON-094073.pdf
http://www2.ecolex.org/server2neu.php/libcat/docs/LI/MON-094073.pdf

stood as a “last resort”. Regardless of how well-
planned and implemented, relocation always entails
certain losses and damage for the people affected. The
risks and negative consequences of relocation meas-
ures must therefore always be carefully weighed up,
which means that less disruptive options such as
dykes, early warning systems and local adaptation
strategies (e.g. income diversification or informal
support systems through remittances from family
members abroad) should be examined in advance.
Such approaches can enable communities to remain
in place even under difficult environmental condi-

%7 In other cases, voluntary, safe and regular
migration across borders — for example, within the
framework of regional free movement of persons,
targeted labour migration or humanitarian visas —
may be a more humane and sustainable adaptation
option. Migration should therefore not be perceived
as a failure of adaptation, but as a legitimate, in-
dependent strategy for risk reduction and develop-
ment. Corresponding regional agreements on the free
movement of persons have already been established
in the Pacific and the Caribbean.'*® However, there
are also cases in which communities prefer relocation
within their own country, despite the existence of
alternatives; in these situations, the principle of “last
resort” no longer applies.**’

tions.

Starting points for the
German Federal Government

In view of climate change, without support for low-
income countries from wealthy industrialised nations
such as Germany, there is a threat not only of humani-
tarian disasters and the displacement of entire com-
munities, but also of significant setbacks in the fight
against poverty. Climate impacts can also destabilise
entire regions, increase the likelihood of conflicts

as risk multipliers and disrupt global supply chains.
Supporting particularly climate-vulnerable partner
countries — such as the Pacific Island states or coun-

137 Nalau and Handmer, “Improving Development Out-
comes” (see note 37), 4.

138 See Kristina Korte and Emma Landmesser, Regional Free
Movement of Persons as an Opportunity in Dealing with Climate
Mobility: Great Potential, Difficult Implementation, SWP Comment
712025 (Berlin: Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik, February
2025), doi: 10.18449/2025C07.

139 Goldfinch and Huckstep, Preparing Multilateral Develop-
ment Bank (see note 44), 32.

Starting points for the German Federal Government

tries in sub-Saharan Africa — in their efforts to adapt
to climate change and cope with loss and damage is
therefore not only an urgent obligation in the context
of global climate justice, but also crucial for inter-
national and national security.

Despite its own budget cuts, Germany, as one
of the leading donors in climate and development
finance, can help to close existing international gaps
and deficits in coordination, accountability and access
to financial resources and expertise in the area of
planned relocation (see section “Status Quo of Inter-
national Engagement”, p. 20). To this end, the German
government should focus its engagement in the areas
outlined below in a targeted and strategic manner.

Action field 1:
Supporting cross-sectoral cooperation

Recommendation 1

Germany should advocate for stronger multi-sectoral
cooperation when it comes to supporting planned relo-
cation. To this end, it should also improve its own
national policy coherence. The Federal Foreign Office and
the BMZ should work together and involve other relevant
ministries, such as the Federal Ministry for the Environ-
ment, Climate Action, Nature Conservation and Nuclear
Safety (BMUKN), to set up and consolidate an interdepart-
mental process for addressing Human Mobility in the
Context of Climate Change (HMCCC). This would be a first
step towards developing a common approach to HMCCC
and the improved coordination of relevant measures.
Planned relocation should be recognised as a distinct
form of mobility in the context of climate change, along-
side displacement and migration. This would ensure that
relocation is taken into account in relevant frameworks
and funding mechanisms for disaster risk reduction, cli-
mate adaptation and sustainable development.

For a multidimensional approach (see p. 27), it is
essential to involve international actors from the
fields of development, humanitarian aid, human
rights, disaster risk reduction, climate change, and
transitional development and reconstruction assis-
tance in the preparation and implementation of
planned relocations, both conceptually and opera-
tionally. The aim should be to break down discipli-
nary silos and learn from different relocation/resettle-
ment experiences and contexts. Greater integration
between actors from different fields of action is key to
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jointly addressing the multifaceted challenges posed
by both reactive and preventive relocation measures.

In disaster risk reduction, temporary relocation
(often in the form of evacuations) is common practice,
even for non-climate-related risks (e.g. earthquakes).
The option of permanent relocation, on the other hand,
is rarely considered, as the acute pressure to act
quickly to bring people to safety leaves little room for
long-term, careful planning. Climate adaptation meas-
ures, on the other hand, aim to sustainably strengthen
resilience to medium- and long-term changes caused
by climate change (e.g. sea level rise) and to find per-
manent adaptation solutions, including planned relo-
cation."*® Both areas of responsibility have developed
independently and are anchored in different institu-
tions; they are now expanding their planning horizons
and there is a greater degree of mutual learning.""'
In view of increasingly scarce financial resources,
stronger links could contribute to more effectiveness
and efficiency in the use of available funds and
reduce administrative and operational costs."*

Humanitarian actors such as UNHCR and the Inter-
national Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies (IFRC) have extensive experience with dis-
aster preparedness, emergency relief, and support
for refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs).
Although their core competence lies less in long-term
relocation planning, they contribute comprehensive
expertise when it comes to emergency aid, basic
services, evacuations and emergency accommodation.
They are also particularly qualified to identify the
protection needs of vulnerable groups at an early
stage and to respond to short-term risks.'* This
knowledge is especially valuable in reactive reloca-
tion situations, when communities have to be tem-
porarily housed in reception camps after a disaster
because returning to or remaining in their homes is
impossible or too dangerous.

Development actors, especially MDBs, have exten-
sive experience with investing in disaster prepared-

140 Nalau and Handmer, “Improving Development Out-
comes” (see note 37), 5f.

141 See Jiahong Wen et al., “Disaster Risk Reduction, Cli-
mate Change Adaptation and Their Linkages with Sustain-
able Development over the Past 30 Years: A Review”, Inter-
national Journal of Disaster Risk Science 14, no. 1 (2023): 1—13.
142 Nalau and Handmer, “Improving Development Out-
comes” (see note 37), 6.

143 Elizabeth Ferris, Protection and Planned Relocations in the
Context of Climate Change, Legal and Protection Policy Research
Series, PPLA/2012/04 (Geneva: UNHCR, August 2012), 10.
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ness, reconstruction and strengthening communities’
resilience to natural hazards and disasters. In addi-
tion, they can draw on decades of experience with
resettling entire communities as part of large-scale
development projects. This expertise (see section
“Learning from development-induced resettlement
contexts”, p. 18) can be extremely valuable for the im-
plementation of climate-related relocations, although
the transferability of this know-how always remains
limited, as the context, the drivers for relocation, the
nature of the coercion, and the actors and funding

' The main challenge with
implementing a multidimensional approach to cli-
mate-induced relocation therefore lies less in a lack
of knowledge than in better integrating short-term
humanitarian and longer-term development-oriented
support approaches — a well-known problem of the

sources involved differ.

“humanitarian —development gap”.

Measures for planned relocation also have parallels
with durable solutions for internal displacement.
Durable solutions for IDPs can include return to their
original place of origin, integration into the area
where they sought refuge or settlement in a new loca-
tion. An important goal in all cases is to eliminate the
protection needs and the discrimination associated
with displacement. Despite overlaps in content and
concept, planned relocations and durable solutions
for IDPs are usually treated separately in politics,
academia and practice. More exchange could create
synergies, as both areas of action focus on creating
sustainable, holistic solutions in new locations.'*’

144 Harrington-Abrams and Bower, “A Missing Link?”

(see note 103), 493.

145 For further similarities and differences between the
two areas, see Erica Bower and Elizabeth Ferris, “Relocations
and Durable Solutions: Learning from Parallel Conversa-
tions”, Researching Internal Displacement (blog), 12 March 2024.


https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/protection-climate-change-ferris.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/protection-climate-change-ferris.pdf
https://researchinginternaldisplacement.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Bower-and-Ferris_PR-DS_110324.pdf
https://researchinginternaldisplacement.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Bower-and-Ferris_PR-DS_110324.pdf
https://researchinginternaldisplacement.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Bower-and-Ferris_PR-DS_110324.pdf

Action field 2:
Improving international coordination
and cooperation

Recommendation 2

Germany should continue to provide financial support to
the state-sponsored PDD platform, which has been sup-
ported by the Federal Foreign Office for years, and mobil-
ise additional state donors. In the past, PDD has done
effective work with relatively few resources by linking
disaster risk reduction, migration and climate policy and
facilitating intergovernmental exchange. It therefore has
the potential to close the existing institutional coordi-
nation gap and significantly improve cooperation and
knowledge exchange in this policy area, particularly
between states.

Isolated individual initiatives should be replaced by
coordinated cooperation between the international
actors involved, who should work towards a common
approach to planned relocation. This could contribute
significantly to closing the institutional gap that has
prevented a coherent support approach at the inter-
national level (see section “Fragmented landscape of
actors”, p. 22). However, no new organisation should
be created for this purpose. This would increase the
risk of creating unintended incentives for relocation
compared to other adaptation options. Nor is it advis-
able to assign the leading role to a single existing
agency, as such an agency would be unlikely to be
capable of providing specialised support across sec-
tors, given the complexity of the issue. The PDD
multi-stakeholder initiative should therefore be
strengthened financially and further expanded stra-
tegically.'*® The PDD Secretariat has accumulated
substantial expertise in the field of planned reloca-
tion; established networks between practitioners,
academics and policy-makers; and contributed signifi-
cantly to improving the conceptual understanding of
planned relocation. Building on this, the PDD could
act as a central liaison between all stakeholders in
the future, referring states and communities to appro-
priate support and funding agencies on the one hand,
and creating a common space for the exchange of
best practices and expertise on the other. However,

146 See Harrington-Abrams and Bower, “A Missing Link?”
(see note 103).
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the PDD can only perform this central task if its long-
term funding is secured.

Action field 3:
Promoting knowledge-sharing and
joint learning

Recommendation 3

Germany should actively support the efforts of the newly
established Coalition on Dignified Climate-related Planned
Relocation. There are many possible approaches here.
Germany could finance appropriate exchange formats,
promote the establishment of a comprehensive and freely
accessible data and knowledge portal, and increase the
visibility of relocation processes that are controlled by the
affected communities themselves. Relevant international
forums, such as the annual COPs and the next Interna-
tional Migration Review Forum (IMRF) in 2026, offer suit-
able platforms for this. At the same time, the German
government should contribute more of its own experi-
ences and progress in Fiji to such forums.

Another key factor is strengthening other actors who
pool knowledge and experience from practice, science
and politics as well as promote global learning pro-
cesses between states, regions and affected commu-
nities with regard to the development of strategies,
technical capacities, financing mechanisms and
methods for involving communities. The Coalition
on Dignified Climate-related Planned Relocation,"’
which was formed in New York in June 2025 on the
initiative of Human Rights Watch, is particularly
well-suited for this purpose. It consists of representa-
tives of affected communities, civil society organisa-
tions, members of international organisations and
leading scientists in the field of planned relocation.
Its work focuses on raising awareness about rights-
based, community-led approaches and establishing
forums for knowledge exchange where, for example,
communities from different parts of the world can
share their relocation experiences and discuss the
following questions in particular: Which relocation
measures work? How was government support organ-
ised? How were those responsible for relocation per-
suaded to keep their promises? In this context, there

147 Erica Bower and Charlotte Finegold, “New Global
Coalition Urges Rights-based Climate Relocation Policies”,
Human Rights Watch (online), 25 June 2025.

SWP Berlin
When Home Becomes Uninhabitable
January 2026

31


https://www.hrw.org/news/2025/06/25/new-global-coalition-urges-rights-based-climate-relocation-policies
https://www.hrw.org/news/2025/06/25/new-global-coalition-urges-rights-based-climate-relocation-policies

Sustainable International Engagement

are also plans to set up a comprehensive, easily acces-
sible data and knowledge portal. It will provide guide-
lines, empirical research findings and case studies as
well as information on effective practices and poten-
tial sources of funding. The portal could not only
serve as a first point of contact for policy-makers seek-
ing information, but also support civil society actors
and local communities worldwide with implementing
their own projects. The basis for this could be the
existing global data set, which is currently being up-
dated and supplemented with additional cases.

Action field 4:
Strengthening political frameworks and
promoting implementation

Recommendation 4

Germany should continue supporting the BMZ-funded
structures in Fiji through concrete bilateral measures.
Germany should continue to support capacity-building
and provide financial contributions to the trust fund, for
example within the framework of the Federal Foreign
Office’s humanitarian disaster risk reduction. In doing so,
it must be ensured that other international actors in Fiji
also consistently apply the SOPs in relocation projects.

In order to promote the development of frameworks for
dealing with planned relocations in other regions and
countries, the BMZ should expand its technical coopera-
tion to other climate-vulnerable countries in the medium
term, focusing on those that have potential for partici-
patory, development-oriented solutions and where
affected communities are seeking external support.

State actors at the national and local levels must not
only have the political will, but also be able to plan,
finance and implement relocation projects. Inter-
national partners can contribute to capacity devel-
opment in this area by providing practical training
and training materials at a central location, or by
financing needs, risk and cost-benefit analyses. An-
other urgent task is to provide technical support, for
example in creating policy frameworks or establish-
ing data, monitoring and evaluation processes.

The latter are crucial for the accountability of state
authorities and external actors. Where possible, eval-
uations should also be carried out several years after
relocation in order to adequately assess the social,
economic and psychological impacts on the people
affected and the long-term effects in terms of their
vulnerability, exposure to environmental hazards and
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well-being. This is the only way to assess whether —
and if so, on the basis of which factors — relocation
has worked as a long-term adaptation measure and
contributed to sustainable development.'*

In addition, regional cooperation on planned
relocation or other forms of climate mobility should
be further strengthened, as is currently being done,
for example, through assistance in the development
of regional relocation guidelines in the Pacific region
(see section “Relevant institutional processes,
frameworks and guidelines”, p. 20). In addition,
affected countries should be supported in establishing
their own framework conditions for planned
relocations at an early stage or in reviewing existing
laws — for example on property, housing, environ-
mental protection and disaster control — for their
applicability and adapting them if necessary. It is also
important to build on the experiences of other
countries (see section “Developing national strategies
and regulatory approaches”, p. 13) and to empower
affected communities to develop their own local
protocols that are tailored to their specific needs and
can be applied by themselves.

Countries that already have appropriate frame-
works in place (see section “Developing national
strategies and regulatory approaches”, p. 13) should,
on the other hand, receive targeted support for their
implementation. Otherwise, there is a risk that
developed structures will go unused. The successful
implementation of individual relocation projects
could demonstrate that comprehensive frameworks,
such as those in Fiji and the Solomon Islands, work in
practice, and that relocation can be an effective tool
for climate adaptation and disaster risk reduction
under certain conditions. Such examples could serve
as models for other countries and regions. At the
same time, pointing to such visible successes could
increase the potential for mobilising additional
financial resources and serve as a model for other
countries and regions.

148 See Ajibade et al., “Are Managed Retreat Programmes
Successful and Just?” (see note 133); Nalau and Handmer,
“Improving Development Outcomes” (see note 37).



Action field 5:
Targeted provision and mobilisation of
financial resources

Recommendation 5

Germany should examine how existing German-funded
financing mechanisms in humanitarian disaster risk
reduction, climate adaptation and sustainable develop-
ment can be used for relocation projects. As a sharehold-
er in development banks and an important voice on the
World Bank’s board, Germany could work to ensure that
uniform award criteria are established for planned relo-
cation projects and that the measure is systematically
integrated into the portfolio of financing for disaster risk
reduction, climate adaptation and sustainable develop-
ment. In addition, as a member of the FRLD Board,
Germany should advocate for direct access to the fund’s
resources for affected communities, promote greater
financial commitments from industrialised countries and
ensure that the fund also supports activities related to
displacement in accordance with its mandate — includ-
ing lasting solutions such as planned relocation.

International actors can support countries in tapping
into various funding sources and establishing appro-
priate national financing mechanisms. One example
of this is Fiji, where the national trust fund pools
financial contributions from various sources and dis-
tributes them in a transparent and inclusive manner.
Equally important is support with mobilising inter-
national resources, for example through the funding
mechanisms of the MDBs'*’ or the UNFCCC. Donors
should minimise bureaucratic hurdles, provide tech-
nical assistance with applications and explicitly
anchor mobility-related climate measures, including
relocation, as eligible projects in their strategy papers
and financing instruments. Initial approaches already
exist in this area: Numerous projects of the Asian De-
velopment Bank (ADB) include disaster risk manage-
ment components that offer starting points for invest-
ing in measures that reduce climate-related displace-
ment risks and increase the resilience of vulnerable
communities — for example by mitigating the effects

149 Detailed starting points for development financing and
examples of how multilateral development banks can pro-
vide concrete support to countries in planning, implement-
ing and financing planned relocations are provided by Gold-
finch and Huckstep, Preparing Multilateral Development Banks
(see note 44).
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of hazards (e.g. through the construction of a dyke).
Such models need to be further developed in a tar-
geted manner and also extended to planned reloca-
tions."*

Development and climate adaptation financing,
particularly through MDBs, can provide crucial sup-
port to governments with increasing the long-term
resilience of vulnerable communities through sec-
toral investments, technical assistance and co-financ-
ing. However, this requires that measures to prevent
and reduce displacement — including planned relo-
cations — be integrated into national development,
adaptation and disaster risk reduction plans. NAPs
and Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) in
particular are important instruments for identifying,
communicating and addressing medium- and long-
term needs and priorities for planned relocations.
Finally, the promotion of local financing models is
also very important, as it can directly strengthen local
communities and civil society organisations on the
ground. Such funding increases the likelihood that
financial resources will be used in a particularly tar-
geted and needs-oriented manner. Priority should be
given to supporting local initiatives that focus their
work on women, children, older people, people with
disabilities and other vulnerable groups.

When financing planned relocations, the actors
providing support should also take care to ensure that
climate risks are not exploited to legitimise relocation
projects that actually serve other political motives of
a government.'®' This would require standardised
review procedures and uniform award criteria to en-
sure that international funds do not finance authori-
tarian, repressive relocation practices. Taking into
account existing guidelines and international frame-
works on planned relocation, development banks and
other donors could base such procedures primarily
on the standards and grievance mechanisms already
applied in the context of DIDR (see section “Learning
from development-induced resettlement contexts”,

p. 18). At the same time, the differences between the
two contexts must be considered, and it is essential to

150 Huang and Davidoff-Gore, Funding Climate Mobility
Projects (see note 126), 9f; ADB and IDMC, Harnessing Develop-
ment Financing for Solutions to Displacement in the Context of
Disasters and Climate Change in Asia and the Pacific (Manila and
Geneva, October 2024), 36.

151 Ferris and Bower, “What We Know, Don’t Know”

(see note 14), 3; Arnall, “Resettlement as Climate Adapta-
tion” (see note 17); Huckstep and Clemens, An Omnibus Over-
view (see note 31), 111.
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assess which elements of these standards should be
modified or further developed for application in cli-
mate-related relocations. An appropriately adapted
safeguard and accountability framework for climate-
related relocation could provide MDBs and other
donors with an operational and compliance frame-
work for investment, providing clarity to borrowers
regarding loan terms and conditions while strength-
ening the accountability of international actors.'*

Abbreviations

ADB Asian Development Bank

AF Adaptation Fund

BMZ Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and
Development

C-CAF Community Climate Adaptation Facility

CGD Centre for Global Development (Washington, D.C.)

COP Conference of the Parties

CROC Climate Relocation of Communities

DIDR Development-Induced Displacement and
Resettlement

EU European Union

FRLD Fund for Responding to Loss and Damage

GCF Green Climate Fund

GCM Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular
Migration

GFDRR Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and
Recovery

GIZ German Society for International Cooperation

HMCCC  Human Mobility in the Context of Climate Change

IDMC Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre

IDP Internally displaced person

IOM International Organization for Migration

IPCC Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change

LDCF Least Developed Countries Fund

MDB Multilateral Development Bank

NAP National Adaptation Plan

NCQG New Collective Quantified Goal

NGO Non-Governmental Organisation

PDD Platform on Disaster Displacement

SFDRR Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction

SOPs Standard Operating Procedures

SVR Sachverstidndigenrat fiir Integration und Migration
(Expert Council on Integration and Migration)

UN United Nations

UNDRR  United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction

UNEP United Nations Environment Programme

UNFCCC United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change

UNHCR  United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

WIM Warsaw International Mechanism for Loss and

Damage associated with Climate Change Impacts

152 Goldfinch and Huckstep, Preparing Multilateral Develop-
ment Banks (see note 44), 32f.

SWP Berlin
When Home Becomes Uninhabitable
January 2026

34









