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KEY TAKEAWAYS
Climate-induced human mobility is multi-causal and has complex, far-
reaching impacts on societies and economies. It influences and
interacts with national policies, laws, and mechanisms as well as with
regional and intergovernmental institutions and processes. While it is
predominately conceptualized as cross-border migration, human
(im)mobility has many dimensions and can take various forms,
including displacement, labour migration, refugees, planned
relocation, cyclical rural-urban movements, and trapped populations.

In Sri Lanka, climate change has become an underlying driver of
human mobility. Hydrometeorological hazards, such as floods and
droughts, and long-term processes, such as soil depletion, salinization,
deforestation, and ecosystem degradation, impact the agriculture
sector as well as other livelihoods and can exacerbate existing
socioeconomic vulnerabilities. Water scarcity and increasing heat
affect crop yields and livestock productivity, leading in turn to reduced
income and driving farmers toward poverty traps.

In communities that lack economic diversification and employment
opportunities beyond crop cultivation and livestock, this increases
migration pressure and forces farmers to leave their homes for urban
areas, at least during the agricultural off-season. Sri Lanka has solid
policy

Climate-induced mobility is complex and
multi-dimensional.
Sudden- and slow-onset impacts of
climate change influence lives, livelihoods,
and migration drivers across different
sectors, for example the four sectors
highlighted in this working paper:

DIMENSIONS OF HUMAN MOBILITY: It is key to understand different kinds of
human mobility and their characteristics; migrants are not the same as displaced
people or refugees. Mobility streams can be characterized by their duration
(temporary, short-term, long-term), distance (short-distance vs. long-distance,
internal vs. international), direction (urban-rural, rural-urban, rural-rural, urban-
urban), choice (voluntary vs. forced), and motivation (work, education, agricultural
reasons, marriage, family, safety etc.). Climate change impacts can be sudden- or
slow-onset and influence patterns of mobility, displacement, and migration in
different ways, for instance by causing evacuations, planned relocations, cyclical
migration streams, or creating trapped populations and climate immobility.
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The availability and quality of water
resources, sanitation, and irrigation can
directly influence decisions to migrate.
Migration, displacement, staying behind,
and other forms of climate-related
(im)mobility have serious implications
for physical and mental health.
Ecosystems and their services can build
resilience to climate impacts or increase
vulnerabilities if they are lost; but migrant
communities can also put an additional
strain on environmental resources.
Across sectors, climate change and
human mobility impact individuals and
communities in different ways and call for
evidence-based, targeted interventions.
To effectively address the nexus of
climate change and human mobility in Sri
Lanka, action needs to be taken within
sectors and in a cross-cutting manner.



policy frameworks for international labour migration
and disaster displacement, but other forms of
migration are more difficult to address. Temporary
and seasonal migration are not reflected in official
data on migration and currently not covered by a
comprehensive policy framework.

On September 3rd, 2020, SLYCAN Trust organized a
national stakeholder collaboration in partnership
with the International Organization on Migration –
Sri Lanka and the Maldives, at Cinnamon Grand
Hotel in Colombo. Key stakeholders present
included the Secretary to the Ministry of Irrigation,
the Additional Secretary to the Ministry of Foreign
Employment, and representatives from the Climate
Change Secretariat, the Department of Immigration
and Emigration, the Sustainable Development
Council, the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of
Finance, the Ministry of Fisheries, the Human Rights
Commission, UNDP, the World Food Programme,
UNICEF, FAO, UNIDO, and UNOPS.
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WATER RESOURCES and

IRRIGATION

Hydrological factors greatly determine the patterns
of migration and displacement in Sri Lanka. Floods
and droughts are the hazards that affect the largest
number of people, causing displacement or eroding
agricultural livelihoods and income. Deteriorating
water quality, groundwater depletion, salinization,
siltation, spread of water-borne diseases, spread of
chronic kidney disease of unknown origin (CKDU),
land degradation, destruction of property and
assets, and loss of productivity are all caused by a
combination of climate change impacts and gaps in
water management, infrastructure, and sanitation.

Climate Change and Human Mobility in Sri Lanka

Together with SLYCAN Trust’s ongoing work on
climate mobility, including desk research and ground
data collection in the districts of Anuradhapura and
Trincomalee, findings from the workshop were used
to produce this working paper, outline gaps in data
and knowledge, and highlight the need for a deeper
qualitative and quantitative understanding of the
causal links between climate change and human
mobility in Sri Lanka.

This working paper focuses on the importance of
understanding the role of different sectors and their
interconnections. Addressing climate-related human
mobility requires evidence-based policies, plans, and
actions within and across sectors. The working paper
highlights sector-specific needs and challenges for
Sri Lanka and how they can be connected, and
coordinated in multi-stakeholder-driven structures
and mechanisms, focusing on water resources and
irrigation, human health, biodiversity and ecosystems,
and gender and vulnerable communities.

LINKING POLICIES AND FRAMEWORK ACROSS SECTORS:
Addressing climate mobility requires integration on a
sectoral level as well as across sectors, linking different
policies, plans, and processes through overarching
mechanisms. Migration is not part of only one sector and
cannot be addressed by one sector alone, but sectoral
processes still need to address it. There is a need for cross-
ministerial coordination, policy coherence, communication
and data-sharing mechanisms, capacity-building of sectoral
actors, linking up stakeholders and actors, and forming
multi-actor partnerships. Sri Lanka’s National Migration
Health Policy is an example of a cross-sectoral policy
approach that aims to address human health and migration
in a holistic manner and was prepared by a cross-ministerial
task force. However, at the current time, it does not
integrate specific challenges related to climate change and
does not connect to Sri Lanka’s climate commitments, its
National Adaptation Plan, or the SDGs.

NDC sectors: Water, irrigation, food security (agriculture,
livestock, and fisheries), coastal and marine, health

SDGs: 2 (2.3, 2.4, 2.a), 3 (3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5), 4 (4.7), 6 (6.1,
6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 6.5, 6.b), 8 (8.4), 9 (9.1, 9.4), 11 (11.5, 11.b), 12
(12.2, 12.4), 13 (13.1, 13.3), 15 (15.1, 15.3)

Links to other international processes: UN Convention to
Combat Desertification (1994), Global Water Partnership
(1996), Global Soil Partnership, Sendai Framework for
Disaster Risk Reduction, Warsaw International Mechanism
for Loss and Damage, Global Compact on Migration



From the government side, water-related issues are
addressed through a number of institutions,
including the National Water Supply and Drainage
Board, the Water Resources Board, the Irrigation
Department, the Department of Agrarian Services,
and the Mahaweli Authority of Sri Lanka. In Sri
Lanka’s dry zone, water comes from a number of
different sources such as small waterways, canals,
minor tanks, major irrigation systems, wells and
boreholes, and groundwater aquifers, which mostly
rely on monsoonal rainfalls to recharge.

The connection between water scarcity and human
mobility is straightforward. Sudden-onset events
and

HUMAN HEALTH

Climate-related human mobility can have grave
impacts on human health, both physical and
mental. Health issues related to mobility need to be
addressed on an individual as well as a community
level, taking into considerations effects and actions
across generations and including migrants, their
families, and host communities.

Sri Lanka has formulated a National Migration
Health Policy outlining these issues, but there is a
lack of dedicated sectoral policies that link mental
health, migration, and climate change, a lack of risk
maps for mental health, and little integration of the
specific challenges created by slow-onset impacts.

and slow-onset impacts related to climate change
affect drinking water, irrigation, and tank fisheries,
thereby undermining the wellbeing, lives, and
livelihoods of rural communities. Policies and plans in
this sector at first glance do not seem related to
human mobility, but they will have a strong effect on
future migration and displacement numbers.

To counteract water-related migration pressure, it
will be key to maintain rural infrastructure and
irrigation system, in particular the ancient cascade
tank systems that have fallen into disrepair, construct
shock-responsive infrastructure, improve risk
management, track and manage water resources, and
build the resilience of rural dry zone farmers.

NDC sectors: Health, human settlements

SDGs: 3 (3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5), 5 (5.6), 6 (6.2)

Links to other international processes: Framework  
 Convention on Global Health (proposed), Global Compact on
Migration

For migrants or displaced people, health issues
include non-hygienic lodgings (such as hostels,
boarding houses, and shelters) and insufficient
sanitary facilities; exposure to water- and vector-
borne diseases; unhealthy eating habits and food
access resulting in poor nutritional status,
underweight, anaemia, gastritis, or micronutrient
deficiencies; occupational injuries (experienced by a
quarter of seasonal migrants and FTZ workers),
heavy workloads, and sleep deprivation; alcohol and
substance abuse; lack of continuity of treatment for
chronic and non-communicable diseases (such as
diabetes, heart diseases etc.); lack of knowledge
about health; lack of family support; and vulnerability
to a number of psychological, psychosocial, sexual,
and reproductive issues, including loneliness,
sadness, anxiety, depression, stress, PTSD, STDs,
and mood and behavioural disorders such as
schizophrenia, mania, or neurotic disorders.

For family members staying behind, there are often
impacts on physical and mental health, especially on
women and the elderly due to double or triple
responsibilities; issues related to food security and
nutrient deficiencies, reproductive health, pregnancy,
childcare, family planning, and child development;
and many of the psychosocial and psychological
issues mentioned above. There might also be issues
with equitable access to healthcare or the need for
additional resources to access medication.

CONNECTING CLIMATE MOBILITY TO GLOBAL PROCESSES:
Beyond the national level, policies and actions can connect
with processes such as the UN Network on Migration, the
Nairobi Work Programme, the Warsaw International
Mechanism on Loss and Damage, the Nationally Determined
Contributions, and the SDGs. Sharing data, lessons learned,
and best practices on policy solutions and the management of
issues related to climate change and human mobility can be
beneficial to address common challenges, establish national
mechanisms, localizing indicators, implementing adaptation
actions, and build capacities through international support.
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ECOSYSTEMS and BIODIVERSITY

In many communities with high out-migration,
human-wildlife conflict impacts livelihoods,
exacerbated by climate change, environmental
degradation, deforestation, and human
development activities. Among the main species
that interact with humans and are often considered
threats are elephants, leopards, macaques, langurs,
peafowl, wild boars, giant squirrels, and porcupines,
as well as agricultural pests and invasive alien
species.

In particular, human-elephant encounters present
an additional risk factor that can add to existing
drivers of migration but also pose dangers to family
members staying behind. By themselves, they will
not cause people to move and usually do not figure
directly into migration decisions: however, losses
due to elephant raids can compound climate
impacts and strain financial resources that farmers
might not have. In addition, migration might reduce
the number of available people in rural villages that
can look out for elephants, build and maintain
protective infrastructure, or know how to handle
human-elephant conflict.

Climate Change and Human Mobility in Sri Lanka

NDC sectors: Biodiversity, forestry

SDGs: 6 (6.6), 12 (12.8, 12.b), 13 (13.2, 13.3), 15 (15.1, 15.2,
15.3, 15.5, 15.7, 15.8, 15.9, 15.c)

Links to other international processes: Convention on
Biological Diversity (1993), Aichi Biodiversity Targets,
Convention on the International Trade in Endangered Species
of Wild Flora and Fauna (1963)

A number of wildlife species impact agriculture as
well as the tourism sector, compounding other
impacts such as water scarcity, deforestation, and
land degradation. Beyond human-wildlife conflict,
loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services is in
itself one of the slow-onset impacts of climate
change and profoundly affects migration systems
spanning from rural to peri-urban and urban areas.

Conversely, migrants themselves can have an effect
on ecosystems and available ecosystem services by
moving into areas with already stretched natural
resources. In informal settlements around urban
areas, they can use additional water resources,
extract raw materials from forests or coastal
ecosystems in unsustainable ways, or create
pollution and waste that is not properly managed. In
Sri Lanka, they are also often at risk of flooding or
landslides caused by heavy rains, threatening their
health, property, and lives.

Addressing the impacts of climate change on the
environment, ecosystems, and biodiversity can
mitigate human-wildlife conflict, increase the
resilience of human communities through ecosystem
services and livelihood opportunities (for instance in
ecotourism), and thereby reduce drivers of
involuntary migration.



GENDER and VULNERABLE

COMMUNITIES

Sectors such as water resources and irrigation,
human health, and ecosystems and biodiversity are
key when it comes to integrating climate-related
human mobility into policies, plans, and actions.
However, there are also cross-cutting issues and
considerations relevant to all sectors.

Climate change can have vastly different impacts
on different communities, but also within
communities themselves. Based on their
socioeconomic setup and their access to water,
irrigation, knowledge, and resources, farmers and
their

NDC sectors: Loss and damage, cross-cutting

SDGs: 1 (1.3, 1.4, 1.b), 2 (2.1, 2.2), 3 (3.1, 3.2), 4 (4.1, 4.2, 4.3,
4.5, 4.a), 5 (5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.a), 6 (6.2), 8 (8.3, 8.5, 8.7,
8.8), 10 (10.2, 10.3, 10.4, 10.7), 11 (11.a), 15 (15.6), 16 (16.2,
16.b)

Links to other international processes: Convention on the
Rights of the Child (1989), Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination against Women (1979),
Convention against Discrimination in Education (1960),
Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women
(1994), Maternity Protection Convention (2000), Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2007),
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights (1966), UN Migrant Workers Convention (1996), ILO
Multilateral Framework on Labour Migration (2006), UN
Trafficking Protocol (ratified 2015)
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their families can face unique challenges or employ
coping strategies. Children, youth, women, people
with special needs, and the elderly all have specific
vulnerabilities and needs that are exposed and
exacerbated through climate-induced migration and
displacement.

For children and youth, these can include danger of
neglect or abuse, nutritional deficiencies leading to
stunting or wasting, lack of access to education, lack
of social cohesion, and emotional trauma. For
women, there are often additional responsibilities as
their husbands migrate, and issues surrounding
mobility and immobility in the case of displacement.
Gender-based violence and sexual exploitation,
unsafe shelters, unsafe migration, human trafficking,
duty of childcare, or supporting the elderly can all
cause women to fail to evacuate or face additional
dangers in case of migration or relocation.

To address these cross-cutting issues, it is vital to
collect data on the ground with the active
involvement of communities and understand the
relevant challenges caused by climate migration or
displacement. Based on this, the different capacities,
resource limitations, knowledge gaps, and
vulnerabilities can be addressed with targeted
interventions or through the enhancement of migrant
welfare and social protection systems.

LOOKING FORWARD

Climate change affects human mobility, livelihoods, and well-being across
different sectors, including water resources and irrigation, human health,
ecosystems and biodiversity, risk management, food systems, sustainable
development, education, human settlements, gender, vulnerable
communities, and social protection. Moreover, these sectors are intricately
linked to local, national, regional, and global processes, including the
Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) under the Paris Agreement and
the Agenda 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Addressing underlying drivers of climate mobility within sectors is essential,
but these efforts need to be connected and coordinated in a cross-cutting
and holistic manner. By aligning sectoral policies, plans, and actions on a
national scale and connect them to international processes can create
synergies and avoid working in silos while facilitating an exchange of data,
technical expertise, capacities, and best practices.
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