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KEY TAKEAWAYS
Climate change influences the patterns of human mobility in Sri Lanka
and exacerbates existing economic, demographic, social, and
environmental migration drivers.

Human mobility in Sri Lanka comes in many forms: temporary or
permanent, internal or cross-border, for economic, social, or
demographic reasons. It includes disaster displacement, migration
between districts or provinces, labour migration abroad, student
migration, inbound migration of foreign citizens, and more.  One in
seven Sri Lankans is an inter-provincial migrant, one in five an inter-
district one. Remittances from migrants contributed ten percent of Sri
Lanka's overall GDP and are a major source of income for one in eight
households. (Department of Census and Statistics 2016)

As a developing tropical island nation, Sri Lanka is highly vulnerable to
the impacts of climate change. Extreme weather events and disasters
wreak devastation with increasing frequency and intensity while
droughts, heat, and the large-scale erosion of rural livelihoods imperil
millions of poor households. The compound effects of climate change
gravely affect the country's economy and people and serve as an
underlying driver of human mobility that is increasingly coming to the
forefront.

Sri Lanka is highly vulnerable to the
adverse impacts of climate change.
Extreme weather events and slow-onset
impacts affect natural resources and
threaten lives and livelihood, serving as
an underlying driver of migration and
displacement, especially in rural areas.
Sri Lanka has robust policy frameworks
addressing labour migration, disaster
management, and climate change, but
could benefit from enhanced cross-
sectoral integration of climate mobility.
The country's NDCs include the
establishment of a local mechanism
under the WIM, which could align
national efforts with the WIM's strategic
workstream on human mobility.
There is a need for further research,
gender-disaggregated data collection,
data collection on seasonal migration,
and enhanced coordination between
different institutions and processes.

Migration is the movement of persons away from
their place of usual residence, either across
international border or within a state, temporarily or
permanently, and for a variety of reasons. (IOM)

Displacement is the movement of persons who
have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their
homes or places of habitual residence, in particular
as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of [...]
natural or human-made disasters. (IOM)



Floods, storms, and landslides are the most
devastating sudden-onset events in Sri Lanka and
affect hundreds of thousands of people every year.
The country has been hit by major floods in 2010,
2011, 2014, 2016, and 2018, and flooding has
caused more than USD 2 billion in damages
between 1990-2018 alone (UNDRR 2019). The
country has also been identified as having the
highest relative risk of being displaced by disasters
in South Asia (IDMC 2015).

Climate change increases the frequency and
intensity of these extreme weather events. People
lose their land, homes, and possessions, and have
to move out of affected areas into temporary
shelters. Many are able to return and rebuild after
disaster events, but those whose homes and
livelihoods have been damaged beyond recovery
may migrate permanently. They often end up in
informal peri-urban settlements, where they are
vulnerable to infectious diseases and further floods.
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CLIMATE-RELATED DISASTER
RISK and DISPLACEMENT

SLOW-ONSET IMPACTS and
MIGRATION PATTERNS

While extreme weather  events cause the highest
direct losses and  damages, slow-onset impacts
such as droughts, saline intrusion, or soil depletion
affect larger numbers of people over extended
periods of time. Temperature increase and
changing precipitation patterns can trigger dry
spells and prolonged droughts such as the ones
that hit Sri Lanka in 2015/16 and 2016/17. (UNDRR
2019)

This threatens agricultural livelihoods across Sri
Lanka and imperils large segments of the rural
population. With increasing environmental and
economic pressure, many small-scale agricultural
operators  find themselves left with few alternative
employment and income options. Depending on
their household characteristics, they can find
themselves in a "poverty trap" without a way out.
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The UN Security Council has identified the impacts of
climate change, including climate migration, as a key
global security risk.

Losses and damages associated with climate change
are caused by slow-onset or sudden-onset events. They
can be economic or non-economic and affect
livelihoods in agriculture, fisheries, or tourism,
infrastructure, human health, social cohesion, cultural
heritage, indigenous knowledge, biodiversity, or
ecosystem services.

To address the issue of loss and damage, the Warsaw
International Mechanism for Loss and Damage
Associated with Climate Change Impacts (WIM) was
established under the UNFCCC in 2013. It aims to
enhance knowledge and understanding, dialogue,
coordination, coherence, synergies, and enhance action
and support regarding climate risk management among
relevant stakeholders. The WIM's five-year rolling
workplan

The rural economy almost entirely depends on climate-
sensitive crop cultivation, and the cumulative impacts of
climate change put an additional strain on  this system.
As an ad-hoc coping strategy, smallholder farmers
migrate towards urban centres in search of alternative
income sources. In Sri Lanka’s dry zone, many families
already live on the verge of multidimensional poverty or
have to pay off loans for seeds and equipment. Climate
change can render small-scale agriculture, home
gardening, tank fisheries, and other rural income sources
unprofitable, forcing them to either find alternative
employment, fall into poverty, or move away. (IOM 2016)

The resulting migration is often seasonal or cyclical,
with migrants returning to their home villages every few
months. In the majority of cases, it is men who migrate
while women, children, youth, and the elderly stay
behind. Migrating family members are vulnerable to
exploitation, unsafe work conditions, injuries, illness, and
other adverse impacts on their health, while women
staying behind face further adverse climate impacts and
additional livelihood burdens. (SLYCAN Trust 2019)

workplan is structured around five strategic
workstreams, one of which (workstream d)
focuses on human mobility including migration,
displacement, and planned relocation.

In 2015, the WIM Executive Committee created a
Task Force on Displacement (TFD) to develop
recommendations for integrated approaches to
avert, minimize, and address displacement
related to the adverse impacts of climate
change. Among the recommendations given so
far are the need to integrate human mobility
challenges into national planning processes,
including adaptation planning, and other efforts
such as the 2030 Sustainable Development
Goals. In addition to policy integration, the task
force pointed out that the facilitation of orderly,
safe, regular, and responsible migration, and
mobility of people will also require supporting
developing countries to access finance,
technology, and capacity building.

CLIMATE-INDUCED MOBILITY
and LOSS AND DAMAGE

Sri Lanka's Nationally Determined Contributions
(NDCs) under the Paris Agreement include loss
and damage as a separate sector in addition to
mitigation and adaptation sectors.

Under this sector, two commitments refer directly
to the WIM and could facilitate the integration of
climate-induced migration into Sri Lanka's national
climate and development planning:

L&D NDC 2: Analysis of total loss and damage of
climate-induced disasters and compensation gap;
making recommendations for national mechanism
to contribute to the WIM.
L&D NDC 3: Establishing a local mechanism in line
with the WIM.
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SRI LANKA's NDCs and the WIM



Enhancing the links between migration and the
existing and ongoing processes in these areas,
such as the NDC review or the Strategy for
Sustainable Development,  could go a long way
toward addressing the nexus of climate change
and human mobility in Sri Lanka. Establishing a
designated government entity or inter-
ministerial coordination body for climate
mobility could facilitate the further integration
and policy coherence of these processes.

Sri Lanka has a well-developed institutional and
regulatory infrastructure for labour migration and
foreign employment. It is chair of the regional Abu Dhabi
Dialoge and takes part in the Colombo Process to
optimize development benefits from overseas
employment. The country ratified the Convention on the
Rights of the Child in 1993 and the International
Convention on the Protection of the Rights of all Migrant
Workers and Members of their Families in 1996.
However, while migration can be an adaptive strategy in
some cases, for example the resettlement initiatives
carried out by the National Building Research
Organization to move families away from landslide-
prone areas, this is unlikely to be the case for the
majority of rural-urban and outbound migration in Sri
Lanka. (IOM 2017; Bureau of Foreign Employment 2018)

There is an opportunity to integrate safe migration with
climate change adaptation, loss and damage,
sustainable development, and disaster risk reduction.
Additional research needs to be conducted on the links
between climate change and migration, and there is a
need to enhance the collection of gender-disaggregated
data on disaster displacement and internal migration. In
addition, data needs to be collected regarding seasonal
and cyclical migration associated with climate change
impacts and the irregular movement of people.
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THOSE WHO STAY BEHIND

Due to barriers for women attempting to access the urban labour market and
sociocultural preconceptions and traditions, there is a strong gender
component when it comes to climate-related migration in Sri Lanka. The
majority of internal economic migrants are adult males while women,
children, those with special needs, and the elderly stay behind in rural areas.

The challenges of women in this context are varied and include a triple
burden of household and childcare duties, agricultural responsibilities, and a
need for additional income and food generation.  Increased levels of poverty
and  frequent sudden-onset disasters disrupt the lives of children and render
them vulnerable to mistreatment, abuse, neglect, or violations of their basic
rights to quality education, welfare, and freedom from child labour. In addition
to this, children as well as pregnant and nursing women are also at
heightened risk of food insecurity and malnutrition. (ILO 2018; IOM 2017)

Climate change - loss &
damage, climate action &

commitments/NDCs

Food security and
nutrition - rural sector
and vulnerable groups

Poverty and livelihoods -
SDGs, economic

diversification, labour rights

Health - physical and
mental health of migrants

& non-migrants

Risk management - risk
reduction, transfer,

preemptive planning

Education - child
wellbeing, awareness,

capacity building

Social cohesion and
gender - families and

communities

Environment - ecosystem
services, resilience,

adaptation

INTEGRATION into POLICIES,
LAWS, and PROCESSES

Climate-induced mobility is multi-causal and
has multiple dimensions. It influences and
interacts with different national policies, laws,
and processes as well as with regional and
intergovernmental institutions and processes, for
example in the following sectors and areas:
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