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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
In recent decades, the nexus between human mobility and climate Received 12 June 2024
change has gained increasing prominence in public and policy Accepted 12 February 2025
debates. Mainstream media narratives and political discourses
have often framed climate change induced-migration as a qli : o
q a-n a 5 7 o imate migrants; climate
security crisis caused by inevitable natural events, with the risk of change; mobilities;
fuelling unfounded anxiety and discrimination towards narratives; awareness
environmental migrants and feeding the ‘Panicocene’, the age of campaigns
panic. In this study, we explore how intergovernmental and non-
governmental organisations raise awareness of the nexus
between climate change and migration. To this aim, this paper
presents a qualitative, interpretive analysis of four communication
campaigns promoted by the International Organisation for
Migration, and the NGOs Climate Refugees and WeWorld, by
applying critical discourse analysis and frame analysis to the
websites of these campaigns. Our findings highlight the potential
risk of ‘othering’ the figure of the environmental migrant inherent
in both NGOs and IOM'’s narratives for different reasons. Finally,
we suggest that a more insightful way of thematising the link
between climate change and migration should focus on the
interconnections between climate and mobility justice, thus
taking into account the historical relationships between the
capitalist development model, colonial extraction, and bordering
processes.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

In recent decades both migration processes and climate change have been gaining
increasing prominence in public and policy debates. Often framed in mainstream
media and political discourses as emergency phenomena, or as epiphenomena of
crises distant in time and space (Cantat, Pécoud, and Thiollet 2023; Marshall 2014),
the two processes polarise political debates and their nexus gives rise to a number of mis-
conceptions that are difficult to dispel, despite scientific evidence." Together, climate
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change and human migration represent ‘a potentially explosive combination, with the
risk that attempts to communicate about climate change and migration could inflame
two already heated debates’ (UK Climate Change & Migration Coalition 2012, 1).

In an effort to ‘humanize’ the climate issue and potentially bring it closer to the social
concerns, environmental organisations have been increasingly emphasising the impacts
of global warming on human mobility. In these narratives, migration is spoken of as the
‘human face’ of climate change. Specularly, organisations working in the field of
migration have identified climate change as an aggravating factor of ‘humanitarian cat-
astrophes’, often framing it as an inevitable event — attributed to ‘natural’ and uncontrol-
lable non-human agents - that complicates migration governance. Framing the nexus
between climate change and human mobility in these terms” risks leading to the depo-
liticisation of the two issues at once. In fact, omitting the relationships between the capi-
talist development model, colonial extraction, and bordering processes means failing to
explain why some places and communities today are more exposed to climate risk and
mobility injustice (Cappi 2023; Sheller 2018). By evidence, vulnerability of ecosystems
and people to climate change — and their adaptive capacity — differs substantially
among and within regions’, ‘driven by patterns of intersecting socioeconomic develop-
ment, unsustainable ocean and land use, inequity, marginalisation, historical and
ongoing patterns of inequity such as colonialism, and governance’ (IPCC 2022, 12).

Examining the narratives and media frames related to the climate change-migration
nexus allows us to question what agendas certain narratives fuel and to hypothesise on
the extent to which existing narratives might orient public opinion and policy towards
calls for new (climate) walls or forms of human rights protection in a world
of changing climate* (Durand-Delacre et al. 2021).

This article aims to critically analysing how selected intergovernmental and non-gov-
ernmental organisations construct different narratives of the nexus between climate
change and human mobility within four international communication campaigns
aimed precisely at raising awareness of this issue among their target audiences. After a
concise overview of the recurring tropes and misconceptions that permeate ordinary nar-
ratives of climate change-induced migration, we will address our case studies by exploring
whether the campaigns examined reproduce or challenge them. Critical discourse analysis
and framing analysis will help us to reflect on which frames campaigns adopt to focus on
the climate change-migration nexus and how they portray the figure of the climate migrant
and anthropogenic climate change, in order to hypothesise to what extent these depictions
may lead to stereotyping perceptions of climate change-induced mobilities.

Framing climate change and migration nexus

The narrative of massive South-North movements of ‘climate refugees’ to be governed
and regulated is statistically unfounded and unsupported by analyses. In addition, it
obscures the fact that climate mobilities can take many forms, which are context-depen-
dent and shaped, at least in part, by pre-existing practices of mobility, inequality
relations, and colonial power dynamics (De Haas 2020). Instead of highlighting the his-
torical and political relationships between colonial extraction and bordering processes,
mainstream narratives about the nexus between climate change and migration refuse
to embrace a paradigm of complexity to opt for that of emergency.
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As a consequence, the nexus between climate change and migration is mainly framed
in terms of a global - or national - security issue linked to chaos and conflicts (Sakellari
2023; Trombetta 2008). Climate change-induced migration has become one of the
major perceived security threats. Globally, the security threat posed by climate
change-induced migration ranks seventh in a list of over thirty potential security
risks (Munich Climate Index 2024). As media narratives of this nexus often rely on alar-
mist, sensationalist language and hostile communication (Giacomelli 2023), and climate
migrants are frequently presented as a threat to global, regional, national or subnational
security in sections of the news media, by the military, researchers and civil society, it’s
worth questioning the risks of this depiction of migration as a security implication of
climate change (Schifer and O’Neill 2016). Narratives of would-be climate-related
migration seem to have inherited the frames most frequently used in the media coverage
of Europe’s 2015 ‘refugee crisis’, and the problems associated with these representation
politics, such as the rhetoric of the ‘invasion’, the reinforcement of binary saviour-
victim logic and the rhetorical dichotomy of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ (Sakellari 2023). These
frames flatten the complexity of the discourse and speak especially to people and poli-
ticians in the Global North who are already hostile to migrants and refugees, thus fuel-
ling the Panicocene (Giacomelli 2023). Drawing on our conceptualisation of the
Panicocene, we refer to a time when the two phenomena that characterise contempor-
ary society meet in a unique distorted narrative, an amplified emergency that causes
anxieties and discriminations (Baldwin 2022; Boas et al. 2024; Durand-Delacre 2022;
Bettini 2013). The Panicocene, the age of panic, does not aim to substitute the category
of Anthropocene’ and its derivatives (i.e. Capitalocene, Plantationocene, Chthulucene,
Wasteocene, and so on). In particular, the concept of the Panicocene stresses the power
of representations and narratives on social imaginaries in our current era of changing
climate and mobilities patterns. Understanding narratives and framing as a critical
dimension of social and political change (or stasis) means interrogating how they can
promote or impede processes of bordering and othering towards people on the
move, and can have an impact on the imaginations of desirable futures as hostile or wel-
coming spaces.

In the Panicocene, the construction of climate migration is intrinsically linked to
the process of ‘othering’, a concept rooted in postcolonial theory and critical discourse
analysis. ‘Othering’ refers to a multidimensional process whereby individuals and
groups are treated, marked or described as different from the dominant social
group (Hall 1997). The ‘other’ is often symbolically placed or represented as
outside the space, time, or political community of the ‘self. Contrary to the dominant
perspective, which equates ‘othering’ primarily with exclusion, ‘discursive construc-
tions of the other are also needed to include certain populations within the reach
of a ‘governmental rationality * — as a way of controlling or ‘mastering’ colonised
and subaltern groups’ (Andreucci and Zografos 2022, 1). In fact, climate change
and migration policies, in their role as development interventions, rely on preliminary
discursive measures to construct targeted populations or territories as needy or vul-
nerable. The process of othering thus touches upon several different power asymme-
tries (Jensen 2011).

The connection between the Panicocene and ‘othering’ processes emerges through
various discursive mechanisms that shape public perception and policy responses.
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Dominant frames, such as the securitisation narrative, often portray environmental
migrants as potential threats, drawing on deeply embedded racialised stereotypes and
fears that effectively position migrants as dangerous ‘others’ (Methmann 2014). Conver-
sely, the victimisation frame, while ostensibly sympathetic, can inadvertently reinforce
power dynamics that cast migrants as passive, helpless ‘others’” in need of external inter-
vention (Farbotko and Lazrus 2012). The use of dehumanising language and the focus on
abstract - often speculative - statistics contribute to a process of depersonalisation that
facilitates ‘othering’ by obscuring individual experiences and humanity (Baldwin et al.
2019). In fact, the practice of counting is one of the recurring features of bordering prac-
tices towards foreigners: strangers increasingly become ‘objects of headcounts’ (Van
Houtum and Van Naerssen 2002, 129).

Moreover, the geographical and cultural distancing evident in Panicocene narratives
that emphasise South-North migration trajectories accentuates perceived differences,
potentially exacerbating othering processes (Boas et al. 2019). Critically, the power imbal-
ances inherent in the production of these narratives, predominantly originating from
Global North institutions, risk perpetuating colonial perspectives and reinforcing exist-
ing global inequities (Sultana 2022). To counter these ‘othering’ effects, scholars and
advocates propose alternative framings beyond panic that emphasise shared but differen-
tiated vulnerability to climate change, human rights-based approaches, and the global
nature of environmental challenges, aiming to foster solidarity and empathy rather
than division and fear (Klepp 2017).

The power of representation is thus central to climate mobility regime® (Boas et al.
2022). Raimi et al. (2024), in their analysis of the effects of communicating the rise of
climate migration on public perceptions in the United States, show how exposure to
news narratives concerning cross-border climate migration does not significantly
alter public support for climate change mitigation policies. However, exposure to nar-
ratives about internal climate migration within the United States has been shown to
increase support for such policies. Furthermore, while narratives about cross-border
climate migration did not influence attitudes towards climate policy, they did
elevate the perception of migration as a risk compared to narratives focused on
internal displacement. These findings suggest that emphasising the potential for
future mass cross-border climate migration may not be an effective strategy for garner-
ing support for robust climate policies. Instead, such narratives may primarily serve to
heighten public anxiety regarding migration. Consequently, communicating the
impacts of internal climate-driven migration within a familiar context may prove to
be a more effective approach for fostering support for climate action. As the media
representation of climate change and migration acts at various levels in shaping
public opinion, perceptions and attitudes of citizens, and consequently can direct
the pressures or consensus of civil society and governments towards policies concern-
ing climate change and asylum, it is of primary importance to question and to monitor
what kind of narrative the media, politicians and all those communicating through
mainstream and social media disseminate on this issue. To this aim, this paper aims
at analysing four communication campaigns’ on climate change-induced migration,
one of the most widely used tools to raise awareness of both environmental degra-
dation and the risks of ‘uncontrolled’” migration either by governmental and non-gov-
ernmental actors.
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Methods

Our analysis examines both campaigns’ textual and visual content and their forms of
intervention, considering the following factors: whether the campaign addresses a
specific target; whether the objectives and tools used are well defined; what language
and images are used to frame climate mobilities; whether there are indicators of measur-
ability and impact evaluation of the campaign; and whether the campaign requires acti-
vation of the target audience, through a call to action, turning concern into action with
petitions, policies and changes.

Through the qualitative technique of critical discourse (and visual) analysis (CDA), this
study aims to explore how selected stakeholders use language and images to construct
different narratives, intended as ‘different ensembles of ideas, concepts, and categories
through which meaning is assigned to the causes and consequences of (and sometimes sol-
ution to)’ (Koteyko and Atanasova 2016, 3) climate change-induced migration.

In this article, we use the term ‘narrative’ as a synonym for discourse, referring to ‘a
group of statements that structure the way something is thought about and the way we
act on that thought’ (Rose 2012, 190). According to van Dijk (1994), critical discourse
analysis allows to explore how abuse of power, supremacy, and inequality are enacted,
reproduced, and reinforced through both written texts and oral interactions in social
and political contexts. Critical discourse analysis has the potential to uncover hidden
ideological dimensions of stakeholder beliefs and ‘help reveal who is given authority
and how, whose versions of reality are included or foregrounded and may thus contribute
to the marginalisation of other views or voices’ (Koteyko and Atanasova 2016, 9). Critical
discourse and framing analysis applied to media narratives of migration led several
researchers to identify two main frames through which migration processes have been
narrated, which are relevant also for climate change-induced migration narratives: secur-
itarian and humanitarian frames. These are two different ways of cognitively organising
the discourse on this phenomenon. Through the choice of words, images and metaphors
that invoke the semantic area of threat, danger and criminality, the securitarian frame
constructs the migrant as a threat to the country of arrival, appealing to the need for
migration policies to ensure order and security (Bauman 2016; Giacomelli, Musaro,
and Parmiggiani 2020; van Dijk 2000). This frame is not mutually exclusive to the huma-
nitarian frame, which interprets the migrant as a desperate victim in need of protection.
By foregrounding primarily images of helpless and suffering women and children, the
humanitarian frame tends to legitimise migration policies based on compassion rather
than social justice (Chouliaraki 2013; Musaro and Parmiggiani 2022; Sakellari 2023).

For what concerns campaigns’ form of intervention, the toolkits of IOM?® (2020),
Amnesty International® (1997), Communications Campaign Best Practices'® (Movement
Advancement Project, Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation 2008), and Climate
Outreach’s theory of change'' (Clarke, Webster, and Corner 2020) are taken as reference
points, documents that list key aspects of building a good campaign.

As respect to the visual and textual content, the campaigns’ websites (and related
audiovisual elements) were analysed from a multimodal perspective, that is as ‘sites of
intense interaction between imagery and language, were both are packed together with
the intention (presumably) of presenting cogent narratives to audiences’ (DiFrancesco
2011, 531).
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Regarding the latter objective, which falls within the ‘research program’ of both critical
discourse and frame analysis, we will examine the campaigns along the following
questions:

e Do campaigns adopt a humanitarian, securitarian, or other frame?

e How is the figure of the climate migrant represented and what language is used to refer
to this figure?

e Are mobility trajectories framed as mass exoduses or short-range, circular shifts? Is the
option of immobility considered?

e How is climate change framed?

We selected as case studies for our analysis four different communication campaigns
launched between 2020 and 2023, all aimed at raising awareness and informing about
the complex nexus between climate change and migration. Two of them were promoted
and implemented by the International Organisation for Migration (IOM), and two by
international non-governmental organisations, allowing us a comparison between the
discourses promoted by organisations that campaign for public awareness of climate
migration at different levels.
The campaigns we take into consideration are the following:

e ‘Do the Right Thing’'?, funded by the IOM Development Fund and launched in
2021, was ‘meant to bring attention to the migration, environment and climate
change nexus’."? Primarily digital in nature, it was complemented by an exhibition
in Geneva and a music festival in Switzerland. As reported by IOM, ‘Featuring com-
pelling stories through a variety of media formats including portraits, quotes and
videos accessed via QR code, the campaigns amplified the voices of migrants, young
people and other groups that are sometimes overlooked in conversations on
migration’.'* The campaign features projects in Haiti, Marshall Islands, Niger, Pert
and Tajikistan.

e ‘Pakistan’s climate displaced: Where will they go? was launched in 2021 by Climate
Refugees'”, an independent, non-profit organisation whose aim is to ‘bring attention
and action to help people displaced as a result of climate change’.'® Through original
videos and a website, the campaign seeks to raise awareness of climate displacement in
Pakistan and of international ‘loss and damage’ political and economic framework.

o ‘Find A Way’", launched in 2020 and funded by IOM unearmarked funds'®, is still
ongoing. This communication and fundraising campaign ‘calls on greater partici-
pation by the general public to take action and invites all concerned citizens to join
its ongoing efforts in supporting climate migrants’ focusing ‘on the resilience and
strength of those migrating due to climate change’.'® The campaign features projects
in Madagascar, Mongolia, Myanmar, Micronesia, and Bahamas and targets a very
wide audience, such as academia, civil society, governments, NGOs, and private
sector.”’

o ‘Climate Of Change”' (2020-2023), led by WeWorld and co-funded by the
European Commission under the DEAR program, aims to ‘raise awareness and
engage young people in a targeted campaign focusing on the nexus between climate
change and migration and the connection between the lifestyle in Europe and the
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impact of climate change in countries that are most affected’. The campaign, con-
ducted through creative participatory actions, aimed to develop young (aged 16-35)
EU citizens’ awareness and critical understanding of climate change-induced
migration.

B/ordering, othering and (un)desirable effects

All information campaigns analysed aim to raise awareness of the complex nexus
between climate change and migration. Following, we reflect on the frames used by
the campaigns, the possible effects of self-representations of climate migrants, the lack
of political or historical context and data and, finally, the representation of climate or
environmental events in the campaign.

Securitarian and humanitarian frames at stake

Approaching the selected campaigns in a panoramic manner, one first notices a differ-
ence between IOM and NGOs campaigns’ websites regarding the proportion of textual
and visual elements. The former makes extensive use of photographs and videos
typical of humanitarian communication: smiling children or small groups of local
people in rural contexts in a waiting pose. All these photos appear to be posed pictures.
As noted by Ransan-Cooper et al. (2015), this is in line with a victim framing picturing
local people ‘in terms of helplessness and passivity, in need of ‘saving’ through foreign
donor financial assistance’ (109). Following Herrmann (2017) and Methmann (2014),
Sakellari denounces this visual trope as a way that ‘dehumanise societies by reducing
them to a single stereotype shared by the passive, the waiting, and helpless™ (2023, 5).
This frame, in IOM’s campaigns, overlaps with other two frames identified by Sakellari
(2023), the ‘destitution frame’ and the ‘iconic settings frame’, where non-Western citys-
capes appear as natural paradise, impoverished and negatively affected by a ‘natural
catastrophe’.

This is particularly evident in the ‘Do the right thing’ campaign, where we see the
photograph of a child standing shoulders to the sea, looking into the camera with a
dejected look and arms falling down his sides, in a pose that conveys no idea of
agency. The phrase attributed to Jason, the 12-years-old boy from Marshall Islands,
states ‘If we don’t act now, our islands will disappear and we Marshallese will lose our
home’. Although the use of ‘we’ seems to suggest a single community, it is noticeable
how in the first ‘we’ the international donors are invested with the role of saviours
whereas the second ‘we’ refers to local people as receivers of their aid.

Also in the case studies of ‘FindAWay’ campaign related to Madagascar and Mongolia,
the ‘incapacity’ for social reproduction through a ‘traditional way of life’ is stressed both
as a driver of migration and of environmental damage: ‘slash and burn agriculture is a
coping strategy that doesn’t work anymore’ (Madagascar); ‘Unplanned rural-urban
migration is contributing to overcrowding and environmental damage’ (Mongolia).
This narrative reproduces the binary saviour-victim logic, in which the Global North
is representative of expert knowledge as opposed to the ‘traditional’ and ‘chaotic’ way
of life of Global South communities, which needs to be rescued and managed. These
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othering and ordering processes appear clearly if we look at the graphical organisation of
the ‘FindAway’ campaign, which shows a fixed structure of the page, divided into three
columns whose elements remain constant when scrolling in the vertical direction. In the
middle of the page, we find the issue discussed (‘problem frame’), on the left side, the
IOM logo, to be intended as ‘who’s going to solve the problem’ (the saviour), on the
right side, the means to solve the problem, intended as the donated fundings. Climate-
induced migration is framed in this campaign as ‘problems to be solved’ (Bettini 2019)
through different, place-specific strategies.

These strategies, and the nature of the identified problem, can be grasped by looking at
the graphic visualisation of the maps of the different countries, shown for each case study.
First of all, all maps show only the country in question, as if floating in a cosmic void: the
rest of the world is banished from view. These maps are blind, the physical lay of the land
is not revealed. In selected cases, such as in Bahamas, Myanmar, and Micronesia, there
are only static placeholders related to cities or regions under consideration. In other
cases, such as in Mongolia and Madagascar, a dotted line leading from the placeholder
to a location marked with an X’ indicates the (bound) possibility of some form of mobi-
lity. As a consequence, in the first case, the option of ‘managed immobility’ is legitimated
and promoted by IOM, which ‘provides shelter and recovery support to those affected by
disasters’ and ‘helps people stay in their homes, by taking climate action and building
resilience’™®*; in the other cases, ‘managed mobility’ is promoted by ensuring ‘affected
populations are informed about regular labour migration pathways and the risks of irre-
gular ways™>® and by ‘assisting the Government to monitor population movements’.**
The removal, or concealment from the view of areas or countries of possible destination
is a recurring motif of many campaigns aimed at potential migrants that draw real moral
geographies concerning what is ‘right’ or ‘desirable’ in the (mi)mobility of selected people
(Musaro6 2019; Watkins 2020).

As observed by Sakellari (2023), humanitarian and securitarian (or victim and threat)
frames are not diametrically opposed. In fact, if climate migrants are mostly framed as
fragile beings, the use of precise images and vocabulary presents them as potential
threats to regional, national, or global security. This is the case of ‘FindAWay’ Mongolia
case study, where we see pictures of ‘emergency preparedness simulation exercises’ con-
ducted by military, Red Cross and IOM workers. The caption of a photo showing military
personnel states that TOM uses its data collection system to monitor displacement and
identify the needs of displaced populations®>, recalling all those regulatory measures
and policing activities which appear as a form of governmentality (Cappi and Musaro
2022).

Typical vocabulary resorted to in this framing includes words such as ‘monitoring’
and ‘minimising irregular migration’, and conveys the need for an urgency approach
to ‘securing safety’. In the ‘FindAWay’ campaign, an example of alarmist narrative is
shown in the case study of Madagascar, where ‘kere’ in the words of one of the local pro-
tagonists, Tisbite Ranaivo, is described as follows: “‘We call it kere. First comes the
drought. Then the famine. We cannot raise or cultivate. The kere is everywhere’.*® Fol-
lowing Ransan-Cooper et al. (2015) reflections, if in IOM’s campaigns the most used
frames for environmental migrants are the victim and the security threat, with certain
concessions to the adaptive agent frame. Instead, in NGOs campaigns, environmental
migrants are more often framed as political subjects and as adaptive agents.



JOURNAL OF ETHNIC AND MIGRATION STUDIES . 9

Despite the ‘Pakistan climate displaced’” campaign aimed at asking Global North
countries’ to take responsibility for the Loss and Damage devastation in Pakistan, it
offers a somewhat confused view of migrants’ political requests and thematisation of
inequality issues. Within the three ‘heat trauma stories’ reported in the campaign, one
struggles to identify a common front and demand for a political solution to climate
change: the student asks to ‘save electricity, save trees, don’t use plastics’, the maid reiter-
ates that ‘it is very hot'>” and the rickshaw puller asks for the government’s help, chan-
nelled by the interviewer. The positive note of this campaign is definitely the prominence
it assigns to local people and their experiences. ‘Climate of Change’ campaigns, instead,
asks safe migration policies and ‘demands governments make the right changes to laws’
towards ‘climate justice for all’?®, framing environmental migrants as adaptive agents.
Despite framing the nexus between climate change and migration as a matter of politics
and justice, highlighting the connections between climate and mobility justice, its
bottom-up approach to policy-making appears as a request of Global North non-govern-
mental actors for Global South communities and people affected by climate change.

Faces of mobilities

While self-representation has long been lacking in communication campaigns on
migration (Trauner et al. 2024), in the campaigns analysed, local people’s voice, narrative
and gaze are present, albeit to a rather small degree. These campaigns give voice to those
who are usually ‘talked about’ (Parmiggiani 2015) by interviewing them (Climate
Refugee) or by reporting phrases attributed to local people (IOM). This inclusion of
different voices, backgrounds, and stories on the one hand provides more positive, sym-
pathetic, or humanising depictions of migration, on the other allows migration to be
framed not as a depersonalising or massified experience but as a unique and personal
one.”” For example, in ‘Pakistan’s climate displaced’ campaign, the individual experience
of the heatwave is narrated as ‘depressive, difficult, and traumatic’.

As Sinha and Back remind us, ‘It is worth reexamining the ways in which both the
frames of reference for understanding [environmental] migration and the ways in
which the figure of the migrant is produced in the debate have become part of the
problem itself’ (2014: 475). Most of these campaigns tend to use only countries of the
so-called Global South as case studies, thus proposing a racialised image of the environ-
mental migrant (Baldwin 2022). This type of representation can feed the alarmist register
mentioned above, since the environmental migrant is envisioned as ‘the other’, coming
from ‘elsewhere’. In this sense, the communication campaigns analysed go to feed what
Dal Lago (2012) calls the ‘tautology of fear.’

This type of narrative leads us to the third important aspect to mention: most of the cam-
paigns appear disconnected from any political or historical context and data: in fact, few cam-
paigns link these stories to the concepts of mobility justice and climate justice.’® The exception
is made by the NGO’s lead ‘Pakistan’s climate displaced: Where will they go?” campaign.
Specifically, Amali Tower, founder of NGO ‘Climate Refugees’, has denounced a lack of inter-
national funding from the countries of the so-called Global North, which have caused the
most climate change, to countries of the so-called Global South, and specifically, in the case
of the campaign, Pakistan. The campaign is therefore concerned with systemic change, not
just contingent change, by flanking support to the people directly affected in the specific case.
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As observed also by Sakellari (2023), one of the ways NGOs work for assisting countries in
the Global South to cope with climate change is advocating for international legal agreements,
funding mechanisms, and new policies that facilitate human mobility under the new climate
regime while, at the same time, contrasting social inequalities and injustices. Within IOM’s
campaigns examined, instead, besides not mentioning responsibilities and injustices, policies
are never mentioned as tools for coping with climate change effects and the focus of its initiat-
ives in this field relies on technical solutions such as ‘constructing seawalls to attenuate the
crushing tides and reinforcing infrastructure™' or providing ‘technical expertise in the
areas of internal migration management and migration data collection’.*”

The positioning of intergovernmental and nongovernmental actors in the face of the
more political aspects of climate change-related migration can be discerned in the way
they name the figure of the climate migrant: the NGO ‘Climate Refugees’ uses the con-
tested term ‘climate refugees’ for advocating for forms of protection similar to those pro-
vided for refugees, for people displaced by climate change. While motivated®®, this term
carries with it quite a few issues. In addition to attributing to climate migrants rights of
protection that they legally do not currently enjoy, thus placing them in a legal non-
space, this label is extremely loaded with meaning and many have used it to give vent
to their fears with respect to climate and a racialised ‘other’. In Europe, the concept of
refugee has been abused and stigmatised to such an extent that today it seems extremely
difficult to change the collective perception of it. Wisner (2004) points out that people
forced to move due to climate change have been identified with expressions that fuel
xenophobia and racism. The term implies a focus on cross-border movement, whilst
most will be displaced within their countries. It also does not include those who are
forced into immobility. Baldwin (2022) argues that the figure of the climate refugee
implies a range of anxieties on the part of whites related to impending disruption and
loss of control. In the face of the extreme and irresponsible political instrumentalisation
of migration-related vocabulary, it might be important to move towards a new and more
expansive language, paying attention to how we use it (Hiraide 2022).

IOM, in its campaigns, speaks instead of ‘internal mobility’, ‘forced migration’, ‘dis-
placed populations™*, and, more sparingly, of ‘climate migrants’, a choice that, in
addition to reflecting the current international legal framework, is consciously tailored
to the local context under consideration. A positive aspect of IOM’s campaigns is that
pre-existing practices and patterns of mobility are thematised, and also the option of
immobility is envisioned: ‘Migration in Mongolia, like in many parts of the world, has
always been linked to the environment’ (Mongolia); “The history of the Pacific is one
of migration. Mobility has been driven by a search for greener pastures, access to edu-
cation, health and employment. But one underlying feature that has always shaped
these movements has been the surrounding natural environment’ (Micronesia); “Those
who have the means to leave, migrate east to Ilakaka in search of sapphires. Others go
north to Majunga to cultivate the land. The poorest and the eldest have no choice but
to stay here and eat the cactus’ (Madagascar) are all from the ‘FindAWay’ campaign.

Blaming nature

While a positive aspect to mention is the reference to specific stories and countries,
avoiding generalisations that would lead to a lack of understanding of the situated
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effects of the climate crisis, a closer look needs to be posed on how climate change is rep-
resented. In IOM’s campaigns, climate change is narrated mainly as a ‘natural disaster’
and environmental phenomenon: the focus is on its effects, while its root causes (such
as greenhouse gas emissions) are not mentioned at all. If it is recognised that multiple
factors intersect to increase the vulnerability of some communities, nature is to blame.
Thus, as we can read on ‘FindAway’ website, in Madagascar ‘effects of drought are wor-
sened by food insecurity, socio-economic problems and a lack of alternative opportu-
nities’; in the Bahamas Islands ‘climate change threatens to make hurricanes such as
Donan more frequent and more intense, thus more needs to be done to mitigate the
impact of natural disasters’. Non-human actors are the culprits here: ‘wind, rainfall
and floods force people to leave their homes’, as well as ‘Mother nature has been a
cruel lover’ in Micronesia. Also IOM’s ‘Do the Right Thing’, Allen, a 17-year-old boy
living in the Marshall Islands, recounts how he first learned about climate change
from his grandfather, who told him about how the water is destroying the coastline, swal-
lowing up the land, describing the sea as ‘a dog, whenever it’s hungry it comes and eats
everything it meets’.

Climate change is thus framed as an inevitable event attributed to ‘natural’ and
uncontrollable non-human agents: the anthropogenic nature of climate change, which
has been recognised by the international scientific community and the IPCC for many
years now, is not thematised, nor is the attribution of ‘equal but differentiated responsi-
bilities” between countries of the Global North and of the Global South that have differ-
entially contributed to historical carbon dioxide emissions. As a consequence, injustice is
portrayed as ‘an imaginary monster’ (Chouliaraki 2013) that threatens Global South’s
people and communities, without a deep analysis of the economic, social, and political
factors that contributed to the vulnerabilisation of those contexts. This apolitical analysis
hides the fact that climate-related risks are heavily dependent on exposure contexts to
histories of colonisation, weak governance, corruption and rights deprivation, to the
extent that the most severe impacts of climate change ‘are not necessarily in areas
exposed to the greatest changes in climate, but in places where people’s capacities to
cope with these changes are lacking’ (Peters, Mayhew, and Slim 2019, 5).

Even from the visual aspect, the photographs proposed by the ‘FindAWay’ campaign
are emblematic: through a filter applied to all the cover photographs of the different
countries involved in the campaign, it is suggested that there is ‘something in the air’
that stands between the human beings in the foreground and their environment in the
background, something disturbing, that ‘corrupts’ the scene. The filter, consisting of
white dots (red only in the case of Madagascar, symbolising fire), is applied only to
the landscape and not to the human protagonists in the foreground, thus abstracting
the role of the human from its environmental context and relieving it of any connection
with respect to the change taking place. The photos that appear in the carousels further
down the webpage can be interpreted as aftermath photography, since for the most part
they depict a landscape of wreckage. As we can also read above the images, “The other-
wise serene tropical paradise becomes a scene of devastation and death during typhoon
season’. The solution suggested by the images showing local people and IOM operators at
work is that of a post-event process of adaptation and reconstruction: no mention of a
necessary, and far more structural, mitigation action related to reducing emissions and
economic and political factors of vulnerability in those territories.
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The campaigns promoted by NGOs present a different scenario: ‘ClimateOfChange’
campaign clearly states that ‘“The environmental crisis is a social crisis’, adopting the
frame of the multiple crises intertwining. By narrating climate change as a ‘man-made
crisis’, this campaign calls for an intertwined explanation of social and ecological
aspects of climate change. In this campaign, the anthropogenic nature of climate
change is brought to the forefront and its root causes identified in ‘an unfair economic
system’. ‘Pakistan’s climate displaced’ campaign in some way stands in the middle
between the above-mentioned frames: on the one hand, it reports several scientific
data concerning the increase in rainfall, floods and heatwaves in Pakistan as a result of
climate change, avoiding to mention the root causes of this phenomenon: ‘Flood came
at 1 am at night. Everything has been devastated and drowned in flood water”>; on
the other hand, the campaign highlights the aspects related to a climate justice frame:
‘like many Global South countries, it is grappling with multiple crises for which it
bears little responsibility: climate change, structural inequality and chronic hunger in
an economic system heavily dependent on fossil fuels and tilted in favour of the
Global North that leaves much of the Global South populations and its countries
behind’.”®

The visual elements of the NGOs campaigns’ web page are mostly drawn graphics and
light colours: white, green and light blue (the latter, colours typically related to the
environment). In the ‘ClimateofChange’ campaign, the few photos present frame indi-
vidual people observing the landscape around them, from which a transformation in
terms of depletion of natural resources is evident. The frame is not (post)apocalyptic
as in those of IOM. In the ‘Pakistan’s climate displaced’ campaign, the videos consist
mainly of interviews with residents filmed in what appear to be their usual surroundings,
so the focus of the images is on the person and particularly his or her voice.

Discussion and conclusions

In recent years, campaigns on environmental migration have increased exponentially. As
we have already pointed out, these information campaigns have the ambition of working
on social imaginaries by raising awareness of two of the central issues of our century. Fol-
lowing Fairclough (2001), in our analysis we considered language as a social practice attri-
buting it a central role in the construction of subjectivity and collectivity. For this reason,
we critically explored the ways communication campaigns framed climate change, human
(im)mobility linked to environmental changes, and the figure of the climate migrant.

Our work aimed at pointing out possible distorted interpretations of these phenom-
ena, able to depoliticise issues, hide political responsibilities and actions, and dehumanise
migrant people. These narratives might fuel the Panicocene, the age of panic, where the
two phenomena characterising our century, climate change and (im)mobilities patterns,
meet in a unique distorted narrative.

A challenge for the campaigns analysed is to find a non-victimising and non-alarmist
narrative of climate change-induced mobilities to inform global audiences about this
issue. This implies a profound renewal of tools and practices used in social communi-
cation, overcoming a traditional model characterised by an approach that spectacularises
social ‘problems’ (Barranquero 2014), and questioning those power structures that legit-
imise and reproduce social inequalities. Besides the different objectives of
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communication campaigns (information, fund-raising or advocacy), our analysis
revealed different implications for the shape of policy options, which are more or less
explicitly suggested by — and in accordance with the different status and scope of - inter-
governmental and non-governmental organisations.

Moreover, if in the campaigns analysed there is recognition of the idea that for their
interventions or initiatives to have a lasting impact, people targeted or affected must have
a significant role and voice, however, this over-representation of the so-called Global
South may lead both to the reproduction of ‘the ‘topo-logic’ framing of the territorialist
Western geopolitical imagination’ (Brambilla 2021, 16) and to the racialisation and
‘othering’ of the figure of the person or community induced to migrate due to climate
change.

The combined effect of bordering and othering processes turned either towards the
environment or towards migrants symbolically produces ‘places for disaster’, or rather,
‘out there’ of Western space where disasters are represented as being ‘endemic and essen-
tially linked to backwardness, poverty and lack of knowledge and skills, are inhabited by
the non-civilised’ (Giuliani 2021, 141). Following Giuliani (2021), we interpret ‘places for
disaster” as colonial objects, namely spaces characterised by being identified by Western
cultural hegemony as places inhabited by people who are overwhelmed by nature, as
opposed to people who are able to ‘master’ it. Such a colonial construction of ‘elsewhere’
draws moral geographies of the world that while invisibilising the historical roots and
responsibilities of climate injustice (externalising them to ‘climate’), also identifies a
set of ‘others’ to be governed, at least in terms of the right to mobility.

If we apply to climate migration what Moser suggests with respect to climate change,
one way to overcome the stereotypical image of environmental migrants would be to
propose stories from the so-called Global North as well, confronting us with the magni-
tude of climate change in its entirety, making it relevant and ‘familiar’: “The distant
problem must be brought home; the invisible causes and impacts must be made
visible; the inconceivable solutions must be illustrated; perceived and real barriers to
action must be shown as something ‘people like me’ have overcome’ (Moser 2010, 40).

The concept of the ‘Panicocene’ encapsulates a prevailing mainstream imaginary
characterised by a persistent perception of an ‘us’ under constant threat of ‘invasion’
or ‘siege’, whether from migrants or environmental catastrophes. This paradigm necessi-
tates a critical re-conceptualisation of the notion of ‘us’ expanding the collective imagin-
ary to encompass a more inclusive, intersectional, and global perspective. Such a
reconceptualisation aims to foster connections and cross-pollinations of ideas, thereby
amplifying the diversity of perspectives and acknowledging the multiplicity of experi-
ences within our global society. By broadening the scope of ‘us’, we can potentially miti-
gate the panic-driven responses to complex issues such as migration and climate change,
and instead cultivate a more holistic and empathetic approach to addressing these global
phenomena. The expansion of this collective imaginary aligns with intersectional the-
ories that recognise the interconnected nature of social categorisations and systems of
disadvantage. It also resonates with global justice frameworks that emphasise the
shared responsibilities of global communities in the face of transnational challenges.
This reframing of collective identity in the Panicocene invites a more critical engagement
with dominant narratives and encourages the development of more inclusive and equi-
table responses to global crises.
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In the humanitarian communication of these campaigns, the concept of ‘victimhood’
in the context of climate change requires critical examination, as it has become a central
moral and political construct in contemporary discourse (Chouliaraki 2013). However,
the question of who constitutes a victim in a world experiencing climate change is
complex and contested. Despite extensive critical scholarship on the climate-migration
nexus, climate-induced mobility has paradoxically become a prevalent justification for
enhancing border control measures in the Global North (Boas et al. 2019). This
framing often positions Global North societies as victims of a purported influx of
‘climate migrants’ from the Global South, inverting traditional notions of vulnerability.

Chouliaraki’s analysis illuminates how victimhood is not an inherent quality of an
individual but rather a discursive act through which the self is constructed as vulnerable
in the very moment of claiming suffering. By distinguishing between vulnerability and
victimhood, Chouliaraki critiques how the practice of claiming harm has become the rhe-
torical domain of the powerful, stating that ‘the proliferation of claims to victimhood
produces its own victims by obfuscating truth - that is, by populating public discourse
with too many voices of pain while selectively amplifying the voices of the already power-
ful over those of the underprivileged’ (2024: 6). To address these imbalances, narratives
should shift focus to centre the experiences and agency of migrants, non-human subjects,
and the environment itself. Vulnerability of climate change should not be considered
opposite to agency per se.

From this perspective, campaigns would benefit also from reflecting on the need to
think about the climate crisis and mobility regimes from a decolonial, intersectional,
and feminist perspective. In fact, another good practice in climate change communi-
cation is not to tell a single story, but to multiply the narratives of this phenomenon
so that different audiences can each appropriate it on the basis of a personal connection.
In addition, the complexity of the issue should no longer be an excuse for partially ana-
lysing it or for not proposing broader explanatory concepts, such as clarifying the inter-
connection between climate and mobility justice. Climate change-induced migrations
need to be addressed with a systemic and interdisciplinary approach, in the direction
of a ‘meta-narrative’ of climate migrations as an in-common history, an ‘alliance of
bodies’, as Butler (2017) describes it. New future cartographies are needed (Dubosc
2019) to redraw relationships and reorient our ‘knowledge’ and practices between
human beings, as well as between human and non-human beings.

Notes

1. Among these misconceptions we can enumerate: the existence of a causal link between
climate change and migration; the future likelihood of large-scale displacements from the
Global South to the Global North; the emergence of new patterns of mobility due to
climate crises (which often omit the option of immobility); the lack of skills of poorer com-
munities in deploying mitigation or adaptation strategies to the new climate regime; and the
narrative of climate risks as inevitable natural disasters (Boas et al. 2019; Sturridge and Hol-
loway 2022).

2. Inits most general sense, to frame is «to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make
them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular
problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommen-
dation for the item described» (Entman 1993, 52).
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Vulnerability to risk is determined by the degree of economic development rather than the
climate itself. Thus, it is poverty and persistent inequality that are the most salient con-
ditions shaping climate-related vulnerability (Eriksen, Nightingale, and Eakin 2015). It’s
worth mentioning that adaptive capacity itself is mediated by one’s position in relation to
capital, gender, ethnicity, class, race and sexuality (Baldwin et al. 2019).

As observed by Sturridge and Holloway (2022), the perpetuation of a securitized narrative
suits specific interests, among which the anti-immigration policy agendas of right-wing and
populist governments in different countries, as well as the perpetuation of a humanitarian
narrative reinforce the opportunity to attract additional funding for the humanitarian
sector.

‘Anthropocene’ is the term proposed in 2000 by Paul Crutzen, atmospheric chemist, to des-
ignate the current geological epoch recognizing the planetary influence of human activity on
the processes that constitute the Earth System.

Climate mobility regimes refer to «interconnected sets of socio-economic and political
relations consisting of different types of actors, that frame, manage, and regulate the
nexus between mobilities and climate change in particular manner (Paprocki 2018), result-
ing in particular modes of governing of climate mobilities» (Boas et al. 2022, 3371).
Communication campaigns are defined as «purposive attempts to inform, persuade, or
motivate behavior changes in a relatively well-defined and large audience, generally for
non-commercial benefits to the individuals and/or society at large, typically within a
given time period, by means of organized communication activities» (Rice and Atkin
2013, 16).
https://publications.iom.int/books/iom-public-communication-campaign-toolkit
www.amnesty.org/en/documents/act10/002/2001/en/
www.lgbtmap.org/communications-campaign-best-practices
https://climateoutreach.org/reports/theory-of-change
https://www.iom.int/iom-development-fund
https://www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/files/developmentfund/publications/final-
report-2022.pdf (p. 3)

ibid.

www.climate-refugees.org/storytelling

https://www.climate-refugees.org/foundingvision

https://findaway.iom.int/en/

Unearmarked funds come from voluntary contribution from donors, who are mostly UN
Member States (https://www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/files/our_work/ICP/DRD/final-
hi-res-2020-mirac-report.pdf)
https://www.iom.int/news/find-way-iom-commits-climate-migration.
https://migrationnetwork.un.org/resources/iom-campaign-climate-change-and-migration-
findaway

https://climateofchange.info/

https://findaway.iom.int/msite/findaway/en/myanmar
https://findaway.iom.int/msite/findaway/en/madagascar
https://findaway.iom.int/msite/findaway/en/mongolia

ibid.

https://findaway.iom.int/msite/findaway/en/madagascar
https://www.climate-refugees.org/spotlight/2022/9/8/pakistan-floods
https://climateofchange.info/our-vision/

In 'FindAWay’ campaign, the cover photos show a single person per case study, dressed in
traditional clothing, looking proud, almost a warrior (in some cases a survivor), alluding to
being ‘on the frontline’ of climate change, a typical refrain of this campaign. It would thus
appear from the cover photos that the environmental migrant was being depicted more as an
adaptive agent than as a victim, something that is later refuted in the photos inside the page,
in which the locals are mostly depicted as passive or as assisted by IOM workers in the recov-
ery operations.


https://publications.iom.int/books/iom-public-communication-campaign-toolkit
http://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/act10/002/2001/en/
http://www.lgbtmap.org/communications-campaign-best-practices
https://climateoutreach.org/reports/theory-of-change
https://www.iom.int/iom-development-fund
https://www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/files/developmentfund/publications/final-report-2022.pdf
https://www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/files/developmentfund/publications/final-report-2022.pdf
http://www.climate-refugees.org/storytelling
https://www.climate-refugees.org/foundingvision
https://www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/files/our_work/ICP/DRD/final-hi-res-2020-mirac-report.pdf
https://www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/files/our_work/ICP/DRD/final-hi-res-2020-mirac-report.pdf
https://www.iom.int/news/find-way-iom-commits-climate-migration
https://migrationnetwork.un.org/resources/iom-campaign-climate-change-and-migration-findaway
https://migrationnetwork.un.org/resources/iom-campaign-climate-change-and-migration-findaway
https://climateofchange.info/
https://findaway.iom.int/msite/findaway/en/myanmar
https://findaway.iom.int/msite/findaway/en/madagascar
https://findaway.iom.int/msite/findaway/en/mongolia
https://findaway.iom.int/msite/findaway/en/madagascar
https://www.climate-refugees.org/spotlight/2022/9/8/pakistan-floods
https://climateofchange.info/our-vision/
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30. The concept appears mostly in NGO campaigns, less so in those of international organizations.
31. https://findaway.iom.int/msite/findaway/en/micronesia

32. https://findaway.iom.int/msite/findaway/en/mongolia

33. https://www.climate-refugees.org/why.

34. https://findaway.iom.int/msite/findaway/en/madagascar

35. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s9b3ASRkyr0

36. https://www.climate-refugees.org/spotlight/2022/9/8/pakistan-floods
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