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POLICY BRIEF
Climate Migration in India: Policy Landscape and Its Practice

[Caption: Calcutta based artist Rathin Barman recreated metal shanties in a miniature scale,
highlighting the precarious existence of those who live in riverine chars, forever under the threat of
displacement. Photo by Samata Biswas]
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Executive Summary

India faces one of the world's most acute climate migration crises. Rising temperatures,
intensifying monsoons, prolonged droughts, and coastal inundation have already been displacing
millions of people annually — a trend that will accelerate dramatically without urgent, coordinated
policy intervention.

This policy brief examines the drivers, scale, and geography of climate migration in India; assesses
current policy gaps; and presents a set of actionable recommendations. The central argument is
that India requires both a dedicated National Climate Migration Policy that integrates adaptation,
disaster risk reduction, and social protection, as well as state and local level policies that will
mitigate the displacement resulting from anthropogenic climate change. India, more than many
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other countries, needs to take this seriously — before displacement becomes irreversible. This
brief also comments on the role human action (big developmental projects, unsustainable
agriculture and rapid urbanisation) play in creating climate vulnerability, and that climate change
induced migration cannot be addressed in isolation from these factors.

This policy brief also focuses on the migrants themselves—especially highlighting their multiple
vulnerabilities, and the juxtaposition of factors that further their dispossession.

The Problem: India's Climate Migration Landscape

Scale and Projections

India is the world's most populous country and among the most climate-vulnerable. Internal
climate displacement already runs into the millions each year. Looking ahead:
¢ The World Bank (2021) projects 40 million internal climate migrants in India by 2050 under
a pessimistic scenario — the largest such figure for any country globally.

¢ The IPCC Sixth Assessment Report identifies the Indo-Gangetic Plain, coastal zones, and
rain-fed agricultural regions as critical displacement hotspots.

¢ Between 2008 and 2022, weather-related disasters displaced an average of 3.8 million
people per year in India, according to IDMC data.
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[The marine cemetery by activist Akash Ranison in Kozhikode, Kerala, made with 2000 single use
plastic bottles and other non-recyclable waste draws attention to the severe damage to the
marine eco system and the livelihood of fishing communities due to anthropogenic climate

change. Source: Wikimedia Commons]

Key Climate Drivers

Climate migration in India is driven by multiple, often overlapping, stressors:

Coastal Flooding Sea-levelrise and cyclone intensification threaten 7,500 km of
coastline. Odisha, Andhra Pradesh, West Bengal's Sundarbans, and
Mumbai's low-lying wards face the highest exposure.
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Wet-bulb temperatures in parts of Rajasthan, Bihar, and Uttar Pradesh
are approaching the threshold of human survivability. Heat stress
threatens agricultural and outdoor labour.

Shrinking Himalayan glaciers reduce dry-season river flows; declining
groundwater (especially in Punjab and Haryana) threatens irrigation-
dependent livelihoods.

Increased variability in monsoon onset and intensity causes both flash
floods and prolonged droughts, with cascading impacts on rain-fed
agriculture that employs ~55% of the rural workforce. Between 2020
and 2022, more than 3 million people were displaced in India due to
floods generating from heavy monsoon rainfall.

Glacial lake outburst floods (GLOFs) in Uttarakhand, Himachal
Pradesh, Sikkim, and Arunachal Pradesh cause sudden, catastrophic
displacement.

Increasingly common in tectonically sensitive hilly regions due to
infrastructure pressure and extreme rain, affecting over 100,000 people
in 2023.

Riverside erosion due to the change in the path of the river, the
alternating submersion and creation of chars lead to regular cycles of
displacement in West Bengal: termed SDRR (settlement, displacement,
re-settlement and re-displacement).

Arid and semi-arid regions (e.g., Marathwada, Bundelkhand) suffer from
a cycle of debt and resource scarcity, often exacerbated by the
cultivation of "water-intensive" crops.

Aila (2009) displaced 1 million people in India. Later cyclones like
Amphan (2020), Yaas (2021), Asani (2022) etc. between 2020 and
2022, displaced 2.2 million. While early warning systems (implemented
in Odisha and West Bengal) have managed to bring down the loss of life,
livelihood and habitat continues to be lost.

Who Migrates? Differential Vulnerability and Gaps in Policy Understanding

Climate migration is not experienced equally. The most vulnerable include:

¢ The Indian Constitution (Article 19) guarantees the freedom of Indian citizens to move freely
through the territory of India and to reside and settle in any part of the territory of India.

¢ However, class and myriad other factors play a crucial role in determining the access of the
migrant to social welfare and justice—as witnessed in the case of the tragic walk back of
the migrant workers throughout India in 2020.

e Social identity shapes the migration experience

e Agricultural labourers and small farmers with rain-fed or coastal holdings migrate due to
drought, drop in ground water level, and salinity.
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¢ Climate migration is not solely driven by environmental factors, socio economic conditions
like poverty, unemployment, conflict, worsen the situation.

¢ Fishing communities along the eastern and western coastlines
e Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes with fewer assets to absorb climate shocks

¢ \Women, who face disproportionate risks during displacement due to safety, care burdens,
and reduced mobility. Women are also expected to cook, clean and fetch water at the
origin as well as at the destination—making them disproportionately vulnerable to climactic
elements.

e Children are also climate migrants. They suffer from loss of education, are forced into
employment and suffer from acute mental and physical health crisis.

¢ Urban informal settlers on flood-prone or heat-island-affected land continue to suffer from
severe heat, water shortage and inhospitable working conditions.

Current Policies Relevant to Climate Migration

Disaster Focuses on immediate relief (food, temporary shelter) but lacks a
Management Act, | framework for long-term rehabilitation of those whose land is
2005 permanently lost to erosion or landslides. Considers migration a relief

issue, not a rights issue.

National Action It provides broad strategies for mitigation and adaptation across sectors
Plan for Climate such as agriculture, water, energy, and urban development. There are
Change (NAPCC), | eight missions underthe NAPCC which address different aspects of
2008 climate change in India. They are
National Mission for Enhanced Energy Efficiency
National Mission on Sustainable Habitat
National Water Mission
National Mission for Sustaining the Himalayan Ecosystem
National Mission for A Green India
National Mission for Sustainable Agriculture
National Mission on Strategic Knowledge for Climate Change

o National Solar Mission
The aim of the NAPCC is to shift the direction of India’s development
goals, by making them more sustainable. However, the NAPCC does not
address climate migration.

O O O O O O O

National Clean Air | Targets to reduce the PM2.5 pollution in 122 cities by 20- 30% by 2017
Programme levels. Proposed the augmentation of public transport, the eradication of
(NCAP), 2019 construction and road dust, enforce compliance of emission standards
by industries, etc. While not addressing the lives of climate migrants
directly, the NCAP, if successful, is likely to enhance the lives of rural to
urban migrants greatly.
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State Action Plans

The SAPCCs are primarily concerned with adaptation, focussing on

Bharat- Rozgar
and Ajeevika
Mission (VB-
RAMG), 2026

on Climate sectors that are important for each state. These include, adaptation of
Change (SAPCC) drought tolerant crops, making buildings more energy efficient (West
Bengal), adapting technologies and plans to reduce risk of floods
(Assam), expanding solar energy to improve air quality (Haryana) etc.
Most of the SAPCCs lack clear indication of funding allocation, making
them impressive documents with little impact.
Mahatma Gandhi | The MGNREG Scheme was developed as a crucial way to alleviate rural
National Rural poverty and stop migration through uncertain channels to cities, by
Employment offering 100 days guaranteed work to the rural poor. 2009 and 2011
Guarantee Act studies showed that the implementation of MGNREGA helped to reduce
(MGNREGA), 2005 | agrarian distress, thereby bringing down migration numbers. The VB-
and the Vikshit RAMG offers 125 days work to rural households, including additional

workdays in case of droughts and natural calamities. It will be paused for
60 days during peak sowing and harvesting seasons, and offer weekly
wage payments with compensation in case of delays. However, tussle
between central and state governments have undermined the MNREGS
before, leading to rapid increase in migrants. Fast changing climate,
including excessive heat, water salinity and drought is likely to affect the
workers opting for VB-RAMG as well.

Climate Resilient
Urban Planning:
Mumbai Climate
Action Plan
(MCAP) 2022

The MCAP draws on the Climate and Pollutions Risks and Vulnerability
Assessment Report which includes Mumbai’s first spatial vulnerability
assessment —which led to the MCAP including proposed climate resilient
streets (designed on the basis of percolation, shade, pollution reduction
and accessibility), urban forests, and designing of open spaces including
green infrastructure developed through community involvement. Since
migrants live in the most congested, polluted and low-lying areas of
cities, if implemented such plans can enhance the well being of climate
migrants in their destinations.

Atal Mission for
Rejuvenation and
Urban
Transformation
(AMRUT) 2021

Aims to make 500 cities ensure universal supply of water with the aim to
make cities water secure and water balanced (aimed at water reuse and
conservation).

National Crisis

This advises state governments about the ways in which said

Conditions of

Management governments should respond to drought, using the public distribution
Policy for Drought | system to ensure food security once drought has been declared and the
2022 issuance of relief, loan and subsidies.

Inter-State The act regulates the recruitment and employment of interstate migrant
Migrant Workmen | labourers across India. While it does not mention climate, collecting data
(Regulation of about the migrant, ensuring fair wage and protection at source as well as
Employmentand | at destination. Since nearly all climate migrants end up working in the

informal sector away from home, in sectors such as construction, care
giving, delivery, domestic work, all without job security and secure
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Service) Act

working conditions. The ISMWA could be instrumental in making the

(ISMWA) 1978 lives of climate migrants as well as of other migrant workers, better.

Current Policy Gaps
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[Infographic from Shifting Grounds (2026) demonstrating the connection between climate change
and migration in India. [IHS, page 15]

Despite the scale of the challenge, India's policy architecture for climate migration remains
fragmented and inadequate:

No dedicated national climate migration policy exists. Climate migration falls through
the gaps between the Disaster Management Act (2005), the National Action Plan on
Climate Change (NAPCC), and state migration policies — none of which
comprehensively address slow-onset displacement.

Migrants lack legal recognition and portability of entitlements. Internal climate
migrants lose access to ration cards, health schemes, and social housing when they
cross state lines, as these are tied to domicile.
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Planned relocation programmes are ad hoc and rights-deficient. Government-led
relocation (e.g., for Sundarbans island communities) often lacks community consent,
livelihood alternatives, and post-relocation support.

Data systems are inadequate. India lacks a systematic, disaggregated tracking system
for climate-related displacement distinct from disaster response data.

No comprehensive migration policy for the entire country, Multiple private members
bills including The Climate Change Bill (2012), The Climate Change (Net Zero Carbon)
Bill (2021), The Council on Climate Change Bill (2021), The Climate Migrants
(Protection and Rehabilitation) Bill 2022 have tried to address these lacunae, but they
have not been turned into acts.

Does not ascertain responsibility. Neither governmental, nor non-governmental
agencies are held culpable for their role in precipitating climate induced displacement,
nor are they made accountable in the rehabilitation of climate migrants.

Policy does not take into account the internal divisions that result in differential
experiences of migration for different groups of people. These include identities such
as ethnicity, class, caste and gender.

Overview of and recommendations in the Climate Migrants (Protection and Rehabilitation)
Bill 2022—introduced by Assam MP Pradyut Bordoloi

Definitions: The Bill identifies the category of ‘climate migrants’—persons, groups of persons,
households or entire communities that have been forcibly displaced or relocated by governments
due to climactic events. It proposes the formation of an interministerial agency called the
National Climate Migration Authority (including various ministries of the central government) and
a climate migration fund set up for the specific purpose of mitigating the distress of people
resulting from slow onset events (such as sea level rise, glacial melt, coastal and riverine erosion,
erratic rainfall and waterflow patterns, etc.) as well as sudden onset events (flash floods,
earthquake, cyclone, landslide, avalanche etc.

In this process, the Bill takes a necessary step towards defining what climate migration is and
who climate migrants are. Key recommendations in the Bill are

1. Monitoring and assessment of risk to mitigate and contain harm to habitat and livelihood
2. Strengthening forecasting mechanisms, incorporating early warning systems,

3. Reducing risks to farmers through state sponsored crop and cattle insurance
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4. Preparation of contingency plans for communicating in sparely populated regions of those
in internet-neutral zones

5. Importance of providing cooked food, medical aid in temporary shelters as well as
ensuring possibility of medical evacuation, sanitation facilities and safety and security of
women

6. Mental health support for climate migrants

7. Furthering integration of climate migrants with host societies, including providing
livelihood alternatives to those who depended on land, forest or rivers for livelihood.

8. Creation of the Climate Migration Fund with the corpus of rupees One Thousand Crores by
the Central Government

This Bill has not been discussed or turned into an Act by the Parliament of India. Extreme
climactic events as well as slow onset events continue to displace millions of people in India. In
2024, India recorded its highest number of disaster displacements since 2012, at 5.4 million,
including 2.4 million triggered by the worst monsoon floods in more than a decade in Assam
state.

The following section contains three cases studies which indicate the human cost of climate
change in three different contexts.

Case Studies

1. The Indian Sundarbans

The Sundarbans, a low-lying deltaic region, represents a "triple crisis" of sudden-onset
cyclones, slow-onset environmental degradation, and socio-economic vulnerability.
e Cyclonic Devastation: Super Cyclone Amphan (2020) displaced over 1 million people

and destroyed half a million homes.

o Salt Water Intrusion: Breached embankments allowed saline water to flood paddy fields
and ponds, killing fish and rendering agricultural land uncultivable for years.

o Submerging Islands: Islands like Lohachara have already submerged, while Ghoramara
has shrunk to a fraction of its size, forcing thousands to become "climate refugees" on
neighboring islands.

o Adaptation Limits: Traditional livelihoods like subsistence agriculture are collapsing,
leading to a surge in distress migration to urban centres like Kolkata.

o Trafficking and vulnerability of migrant workers: Labour migration outside Sundarbans
depends on kinship and community networks, is always in the informal sector, is labour
intensive and lowly paid. Unscrupulous recruitment agents may force young boys and
men migrating for labour into unsafe and bonded work, while women continue to be
vulnerable to being trafficked into sex work of domestic work—contrary to their
expectations.
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2. Uttarakhand

The Himalayan state of Uttarakhand illustrates how climate change acts as a "threat multiplier"
when combined with aggressive human development.

The Climate Factor: Increased frequency of "cloudbursts" and Glacial Lake Outburst
Floods (GLOFs), such as the 2013 Kedarnath tragedy, are directly linked to rising regional
temperatures.

The Human Factor: Unplanned and unregulated construction and infrastructural
development projects contributed to the destruction of Uttarakhand. Rapid building of
hotels and resorts on dry riverbeds and steep slopes significantly increased the death toll
during the 2013 floods. Large-scale dam construction and the resulting debris altered
natural river courses, making them more prone to bursting their banks.

Ghost Villages: Between 2011 and 2018, over 700 villages in the hills were abandoned
(becoming "ghost settlements") as recurring landslides and collapsing agriculture forced
entire families to migrate permanently to the plains.

Joshimath: The town, a busy hub of pilgrims and travellers has been sinking, with large
cracks appearing in houses and roads. A hydroelectric power project is burrowing below
Joshimath, despite its vulnerability—breaking the town apart, displacing people.

Migrants facing climate change yet again: In 2023, 41 constructions workers (all
migrants to Uttarakhand) were trapped under a tunnel that they were constructing, during
a landslide. The reason of the tunnel’s collapse was the failure of the technology used to
adapt to the terrain they were constructing on. The workers were finally rescued by a
group of 8 rat hole miners, lowly paid individuals who work in the most polluting form of
mining, at huge risk to life.

3. Secondary Vulnerability for Migrants: The Urban Heat Trap

When climate disasters (sudden or slow-onset) force rural populations into cities, they often
enter a new cycle of vulnerability characterized by environmental health risks.

Heat Stress in Informal Settlements:

o Exposure: Approximately 77% of internal migrant workers in India report heat as
a primary weather extreme. Migrants often live in densely packed, low-lying
"bastis" / slums or informal housing with tin roofs and no ventilation.

o Impact: In cities like Delhi and Kolkata, these "Urban Heat Islands" can be several
degrees hotter than greener neighborhoods. Research indicates that heat stress
leads to a 20-25% loss in labor productivity for migrant workers and up to a 40%
reduction in earnings during peak heatwaves.

10
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e The Pollution-Heat Synergy:

o Health Compounding: High temperatures worsen the effects of air pollution on
the body, leading to higher rates of respiratory and cardiovascular distress. For
children in migrant families, this combination of heat and pollution is estimated to
reduce life expectancy by up to five years compared to wealthier urban residents.

Each of these illustrations show that human action and climate vulnerability go hand in
hand—and in many cases are created through human action. Moreover, although the focus
of this policy brief is India, it is impossible to address issues like climate change, sea level
rising, glacial melting and pollution within the national boundaries. However, the following
section suggests the minimum that India can implement to make life a little less difficult for
climate migrants.

Policy Recommendations

1. Enact a National Climate Migration Policy

The Government of India should develop a comprehensive National Climate Migration Policy
under the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change (MoEFCC) in coordination with the
Ministry of Home Affairs. The policy should:

¢ Formally define 'climate migrant' and 'climate-displaced person' in Indian law
e Establish rights-based protections, including non-refoulement to climate-dangerous zones
¢ Create a National Climate Migration Fund with dedicated budget lines

e Set measurable targets for voluntary managed relocation, adaptation support, and migrant
integration

¢ Treatclimate induced displacement as a long term process requiring long term or
permanent rehabilitation and shelter.

2. Port Social Entitlements Across State Lines—Provide Identity Documents to Displaced
Groups

The 'One Nation, One Ration Card' scheme should be extended and strengthened to cover all
social protection entitlements — including PM-KISAN, PM-AWAS, Ayushman Bharat, and
MGNREGS (now VBRAM-G) — making these fully portable for documented internal migrants
regardless of their origin state.

Recent developments in India indicate a deep suspicion of internal migrants—often termed
undocumented, harassed and put behind bars. The situation is exacerbated when populations
groups are displaced due to sudden climactic events including flood, landslide, fire or
cloudburst—leading to an absolute documentary deficit. Providing identity documents to mobile
and displaced groups will help them access social security measures like direct to bank credit
systems, cooking gas subsidy, and health schemes.

3. Invest in Climate-Resilient Receiving Cities

Urban local bodies in high-migration-receiving cities (e.g., Surat, Pune, Hyderabad, Kolkata)
should receive dedicated central funding to:

¢ Expand affordable housing with climate-resilient design standards

11
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e Scale up urban MGNREGS-equivalent employment guarantee schemes
¢ Develop multilingual migrant service centres with legal, health, and skills-training access

¢ |ocal governments in cities have to be mindful of migrant populations who lack social
entitlements and invest in delivering the same to them.

4. Mainstream Migration into State Climate Action Plans

The revised State Action Plans on Climate Change (SAPCCs), currently being updated under the
NAPCC, mustinclude explicit chapters on internal migration, displacement risk mapping, and
managed relocation. The Ministry of Finance should make SAPCC climate migration provisions a
criterion for accessing Disaster Risk Reduction grants.

5. Establish a National Climate Migration Data System

India should establish an integrated climate migration tracking system under the National
Disaster Management Authority (NDMA) that:

¢ Disaggregates displacement data by climate driver, gender, caste, and geography
¢ Produces annual Climate Migration Risk Indices for all districts
¢ Linksto the Census and SECC to track long-term migration trends

6. Prioritise Managed Coastal and Island Relocation

Communities in existential climate risk — particularly Sundarbans island residents,
Lakshadweep islanders, and Odisha and Andhra cyclone-prone coastal villages — should be
offered voluntary managed relocation under a rights-based framework developed in consultation
with the affected communities, with full livelihood transition support.

7. Implement Educational Continuity Plans

Implement "mobile schools" and digital learning bridges for youth in disaster-prone regions like
Assam and the Sundarbans to ensure that environmental shocks do not lead to permanent
school dropouts.

8.Focus on Health

Climate migrants have already been exposed to extreme climactic conditions, leading to
respiratory and skin diseases, and other forms of increased health related vulnerability. Universal
healthcare is necessary to protect migrants’ mental and physical health.

9.City Specific Policies

Cities need to create climate resilient infrastructure. This includes transportation systems, low
cost and heat proof housing, heat response plans, water conservation programs, flood
management infrastructure, and disaster warning systems.

10. Climate Migration to be recognised as and enabled to become informed action

Policies must support the movement of displaced populations towards low risk and high
opportunity areas.

11. Climate migration needs collaboration across local, state and national governments

Climate change does not follow boundaries made by human beings—national, international and
local. Inter-governmental collaboration as well as collaboration between non-state actors,
communities and government agencies.

12
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Local and state governments, as well as the census should collect data specific to climate
mobility to create informed policies.

| IR
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-
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[Poster of the 2020 animated short Wade, directed by Upamanyu Bhattacharya and Kalp Sanghvi

which imagines a dystopian future for the city of Kolkata (Calcutta), under water, with both
displaced tigers and humans struggling for survival.]

Conclusion

Climate migration is not a future problem for India, it is a present one. The scale of projected
displacement, concentrated among the country's most marginalised communities, demands
treatment as a national priority alongside climate mitigation. India has an opportunity to lead the
Global South in developing a rights-based, evidence-grounded, and institutionally coherent
approach to climate migration. In India, big developmental projects (construction of four lane
highways in the Himalayas, the building of hydel power projects which submerge local villages
while lighting distant cities, the focus on irrigation — intensive high yield crops that reduce the soil’s
fertility and make farmers take out loans—are all drivers of anthropogenic climate change in India,
and need to be identified as such. Sustainable policies must be coupled with policies that seek to

13
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mitigate the distress of climate migrants. Delay is not neutral. Each year without policy action is a
year in which displacement becomes more coerced, more chaotic, and more costly — to people,
to cities, and to the state.

Since this is a policy brief meant for India, it does not address the interconnected nature of the
society, territory and ecology of the Indian subcontinent. However, glacial burst in Bhutan or Nepal
has
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[Migrants to the city, here working in informal, manual transportation of goods, rest outside multi
storied buildings, trying to cool down in hot evenings. Photo by Samata Biswas]
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