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Introduction: Why We Need to  
Pay Attention

People move in a variety of ways and for a myriad 
of reasons. In recent years, there has been a grow-
ing acceptance that one of these reasons is, and 
increasingly will be, climate change. One of the re-
sults of this growing acceptance has been the at-
tempt to create policy on climate change and hu-
man mobility, in particular under the auspices of 
global climate change negotiations. 

However, policymaking is never a neutral process: 
many different voices actively try to influence poli-
cymaking, with complex power dynamics ensur-
ing that some voices are heard more than others. 
Therefore, if we want to understand climate change 
and human mobility, it is imperative to not only un-
derstand the links between these two phenomena, 
a theme that has been prevalent in academic re-
search, but also how policymaking processes treat 
the linked phenomena and how rules are created 
around them. 

To achieve this end, this policy brief provides an 
overview of loss and damage, the area of work in 
which human mobility has become situated within 
the United Nations Framework Convention on Cli-
mate Change (UNFCCC). This overview is tailored 
to give the context required to understand how hu-
man mobility has evolved as an area of work for the 
UNFCCC and in particular the Warsaw International 
Mechanism on Loss and Damage, which has head-
ed up this work. 

The first section sketches a brief history of the War-
saw International Mechanism on Loss and Damage, 
before the second section zooms in on the work 
that this mechanism has been undertaking on hu-
man mobility. The third section begins to look for-
ward and analyzes the process of setting up the 
task force on displacement that was established 
under the Warsaw International Mechanism in 2015. 
Finally, the conclusion emphasizes why the details 
drawn out in this policy brief are so important for 
the politics of climate change and human mobility 
more generally and highlights policy avenues that 
should be monitored in the coming months and 
years for work that is likely to be carried out on the 
nexus of climate change and human mobility. 

A Brief History of the Warsaw 
International Mechanism on Loss and 
Damage

Policymaking on human mobility within the UN-
FCCC is inseparable from work on loss and dam-
age. Although the first mention of human mobil-
ity in an agreed-upon document of the UNFCCC 
was filed under “adaptation,” all further mentions 
from the 2012 decision in Doha onwards have been 
more specifically included under “loss and dam-
age.” Therefore, any comprehensive understanding 
of human mobility policy in the UNFCCC must in-
clude an understanding of the emergence of this 
workstream. 

The idea of loss and damage actually predates the 
UNFCCC, having been raised by Vanuatu in the 
early 1990s as a proposal for an insurance pool and 
compensation in relation to sea level rise.1 How-
ever, it was not until 2007 that loss and damage 
featured in an agreed-upon text of the UNFCCC, 
with the Bali Action Plan, which listed “disaster re-
duction strategies and means to address loss and 
damage associated with climate change impacts in 
developing countries that are particularly vulner-
able to the adverse effects of climate change”2 in 
a list of elements that should be addressed in en-
hancing action on adaptation. Loss and damage 
was also contained in the 2010 Cancun Adapta-
tion Framework, again as an element of adapta-
tion, with the framework recognizing “the need to 
strengthen international cooperation and expertise 
in order to understand and reduce loss and dam-
age associated with the adverse effects of climate 
change”3 as well as establishing a work program on 
loss and damage4 and called for submissions to be 
made to inform activities to be undertaken within 
this program.5

With these provisions, loss and damage as an area 
of work (albeit as just one area of work on adapta-
tion) was properly inaugurated. Recommendations 
on what issues to include within the work on loss 
and damage were then made at the COP18 in Doha 
in 2012,6 and the decision was also made to estab-
lish an international mechanism on loss and damage 
associated with the impacts of climate change.7 The 
following year, at the COP19 in Warsaw, this mecha-
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nism was established8 and, due to the location of 
the meeting, was named the Warsaw International 
Mechanism (WIM). The decision in Warsaw also es-
tablished an Executive Committee for the WIM9 and 
set out the WIM’s core functions: 

a) Enhancing knowledge and understanding of 
comprehensive risk management approaches 
to address loss and damage associated with 
the adverse effects of climate change, including 
slow onset impacts […]

b) Strengthening dialogue, coordination, coher-
ence and synergies among relevant stakehold-
ers […]

c) Enhancing action and support, including fi-
nance, technology and capacity-building, to 
address loss and damage associated with the 
adverse effects of climate change […]10

All work that is carried out by the WIM has to sup-
port one of these core functions. 

In the final negotiations at COP19 to establish 
the WIM, one of the biggest controversies was 
not around whether to establish a mechanism (a 
mandate to establish a mechanism already exist-
ed in the decision from COP18 in Doha) but rather 
where, in terms of UNFCCC infrastructure, to situ-
ate the new mechanism. Two different lobbying 
blocks emerged, with developed countries arguing 
for the instrument being subsumed under other 
existing institutional arrangements on adaptation 
and with the G77 and China arguing that the instru-
ment should be a distinct entity under the conven-
tion itself. This latter standpoint emphasized the 
belief that loss and damage is beyond adaptation, 
making it inappropriate to situate the mechanism 
under work on adaptation.11 However, the former 
position won out, and the WIM was established 
“under the Cancun Adaptation Framework.”12 This 
is important as it gives indications as to what kinds 
of work the WIM may be able to take on and also 
sends a signal that the scope of work on loss and 
damage will be limited.13

Despite these controversies, the WIM was created, 
and the Executive Committee that was created in 
Warsaw developed an initial two-year workplan 
that was then endorsed by the COP in the follow-
ing year, at COP20 in Lima.14 The workplan con-

tained nine action areas, with the first six focus-
ing on enhanced understanding, enhanced data, 
or increased knowledge of: 1) how particularly 
vulnerable developing countries and populations 
are affected by loss and damage associated with 
the adverse effects of climate change; 2) compre-
hensive risk management; 3) slow onset events; 4) 
non-economic losses; 5) capacity and coordination 
needs in preparing for, responding to, and building 
resilience against extreme and slow onset events; 
6) migration, displacement, and human mobility. 
Action area seven concerns the diffusion of infor-
mation about financial instruments and tools that 
can be used for risk management; action area eight 
involves ensuring that the work of the WIM com-
plements, draws upon, and involves other existing 
bodies and expert groups under the convention; 
and action area nine sets out the task of develop-
ing a five-year workplan for the WIM to be agreed 
upon at the COP22 in 2016, when the WIM was also 
scheduled to be reviewed.15 The elements included 
in the two-year workplan are resonant of those al-
ready included in the Doha decision from COP18, 
where a series of aspects requiring enhanced un-
derstanding in the context of loss and damage 
were outlined.16

The WIM’s Executive Committee began working on 
these action areas in its meetings following COP20, 
although a series of delays meant that the first 
meeting did not take place until September 2015, 
at which point several tasks on their two-year work-
plan were already meant to have been carried out. 
The delays in implementing the Executive Commit-
tee’s workplan did not stop the Paris Agreement 
from reaffirming the “importance of averting, mini-
mizing and addressing loss and damage associated 
with the adverse effects of climate change”17 and 
stating that “Parties should enhance understand-
ing, action and support, including through the 
Warsaw International Mechanism.”18 Furthermore, 
the Agreement lists eight areas of cooperation and 
facilitation to enhance understanding, action, and 
support related to loss and damage: 

(a) Early warning systems; 

(b) Emergency preparedness; 

(c) Slow onset events; 
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(d) Events that may involve irreversible and per-
manent loss and damage; 

(e) Comprehensive risk assessment and man-
agement; 

(f) Risk insurance facilities, climate risk pooling 
and other insurance solutions; 

(g) Non-economic losses; and 

(h) Resilience of communities, livelihoods and 
ecosystems19

The WIM is also mentioned in the decision docu-
ment from COP21, to which the Paris Agreement 
is actually an annex. The future of the WIM is guar-
anteed in this decision, which “decides on the con-
tinuation of the Warsaw International Mechanism 
for Loss and Damage associated with Climate 
Change Impacts, following the review in 2016.”20 
The decision also establishes two further entities 
under the mechanism, “a clearing house for risk 
transfer that serves as a repository for informa-
tion on insurance and risk transfer”21 and “a task 
force […] to develop recommendations for inte-
grated approaches to avert, minimize and address 
displacement related to the adverse impacts of 
climate change.”22 

The final provision on loss and damage in the COP21 
decision highlights one of the central points of 
contention surrounding loss and damage: the issue 
of compensation and liability for climate change. 
When raised by Vanuatu in the 1990s, compensa-
tion and liability were central to the notion of loss 
and damage. However, the Warsaw International 
Mechanism does not include any mechanism for 
allocating liability or triggering compensatory ac-
tion. The controversy surrounding this point is laid 
out in the Paris COP decision, which states, “Article 
8 of the Agreement [the article on loss and dam-
age] does not involve or provide a basis for any 
liability or compensation.”23

During COP22 in Marrakech in 2016, loss and dam-
age was once again high on the agenda, since this 
was the occasion of the review of the WIM as set 
out in the decision from Warsaw24 and repeated 
in the decision from Paris.25 In Marrakech, two de-
cisions were taken on the WIM, with the review 
of the WIM contained in a separate decision as 

it was proving controversial during negotiations. 
This was a way to easily agree on other aspects of 
the WIM without them becoming entangled in dis-
cussions concerning the review. The first decision 
was mainly concerned with the five-year rolling 
workplan that had been developed by the Execu-
tive Committee since it was given the mandate to 
do so when COP20 agreed on its initial two-year 
workplan.26 The indicative strategic workstreams 
contained in the five-year workplan are very simi-
lar to those included in the two-year workplan, in-
cluding: 

(a) Slow onset events;

(b) Non-economic losses;

(c) Comprehensive risk management approach-
es (including assessment, reduction, transfer, 
retention) to address and build long term resil-
ience of countries, vulnerable populations and 
communities to loss and damage, including in 
relation to extreme and slow onset events, inter 
alia, through:

•	 Emergency preparedness, including early 
warning systems;

•	 Measures to enhance recovery and rehabili-
tation and build back/forward better;

•	 Social protection instruments including so-
cial safety nets; and

•	 Transformational approaches

(d) Migration, displacement and human mobil-
ity, including the task force on displacement27

Interestingly, three points of the workplan were un-
able to be agreed on before the COP, leading to 
the workplan also containing three placeholders 
for further activities: 

(e) Placeholder for finance-related topics;

(f) Placeholders for additional results from the 
initial two-year workplan;

(g) Placeholder for emerging needs28

The decision from the Marrakech COP “approves the 
indicative framework for the five-year rolling work-
plan”29 but also invites Parties and relevant organi-
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zations to submit views and relevant inputs on pos-
sible activities under these workstreams, in particular 
the final three points that are currently occupied by 
placeholders.30 The decision also emphasizes that 
not all work from the two-year workplan has yet been 
completed31 and requests that the Executive Com-
mittee continues to implement these activities.32

The review of the WIM proved to be more con-
troversial and was therefore contained in a differ-
ent decision in Marrakech.33 The decision “recom-
mends further guidance relevant to enhancing and 
strengthening” the WIM34 and also recommends a 
process of periodically reviewing the WIM at least 
every five years, with the next review being held in 
2019.35 

The WIM and Human Mobility

This background knowledge of the workstream on 
loss and damage and the twists and turns of the 
WIM’s development are necessary for understand-
ing how human mobility is woven into the inter-
national climate change negotiations happening 
under the auspices of the UNFCCC. 

The first mention of human mobility (broken down 
into components of “displacement, migration and 
planned relocation”) in an agreed-upon docu-
ment of the UNFCCC was in the Cancun Adapta-
tion Framework in 2010, which invited Parties to 
enhance action on adaptation including:

14(f) Measures to enhance understanding, co-
ordination and cooperation with regard to cli-
mate change induced displacement, migration 
and planned relocation, where appropriate, at 
the national, regional and international levels.36 

However, in the years that followed, as the work-
stream on loss and damage became more devel-
oped, human mobility became included in this 
specific subset of work on adaptation. Therefore, 
in 2012, when recommended elements to include 
in work on loss and damage were listed in the 
Doha decision, “how impacts of climate change 
are affecting patterns of migration, displacement 
and human mobility” was included.37 In 2013 and 
2014, human mobility did not feature in the text of 
any decisions made at the COPs (COP19 in War-

saw and COP20 in Lima); however, these years 
were nevertheless vital for the development of 
work on human mobility within the UNFCCC. The 
establishment of the WIM meant that an entity 
now existed to carry out work on loss and dam-
age, a topic that until now had taken the form of 
a rather abstract list of potential considerations 
under adaptation. 

The first two-year workplan of the WIM drew 
heavily on the decision from Doha, and therefore, 
one of the nine action areas listed in the WIM two-
year workplan was also related to human mobility. 
Action area six on human mobility was defined as 
follows:

Action area 6: Enhance the understanding of 
and expertise on how the impacts of climate 
change are affecting patterns of migration, dis-
placement and human mobility; and the appli-
cation of such understanding and expertise.38

The workplan also identified three tasks that were 
to be undertaken in order to contribute to com-
pleting this action area:

(a) Invite relevant organizations and experts to 
provide scientific information on projected mi-
gration and displacement based on projected 
climate and non-climate related impacts in vul-
nerable populations

(b) Invite United Nations organizations, expert 
bodies and relevant initiatives to collaborate 
with the Executive Committee to distil relevant 
information, lessons learned and good practic-
es from their activities

(c) Identify follow-up actions, as appropriate39

Therefore, although COP19 and COP20 did not ex-
plicitly include mentions of human mobility, they 
set up the WIM—the entity that would ultimately 
take on work on human mobility—and approved its 
initial workplan to include work on human mobility, 
respectively. 

In 2015, the Paris COP21 saw the next high-profile 
mention of human mobility in a decision of the 
UNFCCC, with the decision from Paris requesting 
that the Executive Committee of the WIM establish 
“a task force […] to develop recommendations for 
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integrated approaches to avert, minimize and ad-
dress displacement related to the adverse impacts 
of climate change.”40 

It was only after the Paris COP that the Executive 
Committee of the WIM kicked off their work on ac-
tion area six of their two-year workplan; therefore, 
both the activities listed in their workplan and the 
initial work to establish the task force as requested 
in Paris have been taking place in parallel since ear-
ly 2016. On March 30, 2016, the Executive Commit-
tee of the WIM invited organizations and experts 
deemed relevant to provide “knowledge, data and 
scientific information on both internal and cross-
border migration, displacement and other forms of 
human mobility owing to factors related to climate 
change impacts, including in combination with 
other factors.”41 

In response to this invitation a total of 66 submis-
sions were received from 29 different invitees, rang-
ing from Parties to the UNFCCC, through UN organ-
izations, to non-governmental organizations and 
individual experts from research and academia.42 
With this process, part (a) of action area six of the 
workplan was fulfilled. In July 2016, the Executive 
Committee of the WIM (with support from the In-
ternational Organization for Migration (IOM)) then 
held a technical meeting on migration, displace-
ment, and human mobility. The work of the meeting 
was intended to deliver results under three pillars:

1. Enhanced understanding, based on sound sci-
ence, of migration and displacement, including 
of characteristics of vulnerable populations that 
may become mobile owing to factors related to 
climate change impacts; 

2. Enhanced understanding and collaboration;

3. Synthesized information made available on 
the relevant information, lessons learned and 
good practices from the activities of organiza-
tions and experts43

Synthesis documents were prepared for each of 
these pillars,44 which constituted the completion of 
activity (b) under action area six. 

In parallel the WIM has been carrying out the first 
stages of establishing a task force on displace-
ment, as requested by the COP21. The terms of ref-

erence prepared by the Executive Committee set 
out the various COP decisions in which the WIM 
(and thus also the task force) are anchored and the 
mandate, as included in the COP21 decision. How-
ever, the terms of reference also define the scope 
of work of the task force: 

[…] the task force in developing recommenda-
tions should:

a. Take into account the latest science, most re-
cent evidence, findings and experience (includ-
ing research, best practices, data, etc.);

b. Take into account the three functions of the 
Warsaw International Mechanism;

c. Consider approaches to avert, minimize and 
address displacement related to the adverse 
impacts of climate change on sub-national, na-
tional, regional, international level;

d. Identify legal, policy and institutional chal-
lenges, good practices, lessons learned;

e. Provide opportunities for Parties to articulate 
their questions and needs, good practices, les-
sons learned;

f. Share information with, complement, draw 
upon the work of and involve, as appropriate, 
the Least Developed Countries Expert Group, 
as well as relevant organizations and expert 
bodies outside the Convention;

g. Taken into account Action Area 6 and other 
relevant action areas of the Workplan, includ-
ing the Expert Group on non-economic losses 
and the Technical Meeting on the Migration, 
Displacement and Human Mobility organized 
by the IOM and the Excom on 27-29 July 2016, 
Casablanca, including its outcomes and recom-
mendations45

Furthermore, the terms of reference state, “the task 
force may, at the request of the Executive Commit-
tee, assist the Executive Committee in guiding the 
implementation of the Warsaw International Mech-
anism, in an advisory role,” in particular in relation 
to action area six of the two-year workplan.46 

Since the Paris decision, human mobility has also 
featured once more in a high-level text of the UNF-
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CCC, with the COP22 decision on the WIM from Mar-
rakech in 2016 “encouraging Parties to incorporate 
or continue to incorporate the consideration of ex-
treme events and slow onset events, non-economic 
losses, displacement, migration and human mobility, 
and comprehensive risk management into relevant 
planning and action, as appropriate, and to encour-
age bilateral and multilateral entities to support such 
efforts.”47

Furthermore, in approving the indicative framework 
for the WIM’s five-year rolling workplan, the COP 
also extended work on “Migration, displacement and 
human mobility, including the task force on displace-
ment,”48 which was the fourth area of work listed on 
the indicative workplan prepared by the Executive 
Committee. 

Taking the Task Force to Task

The task force on displacement is particularly impor-
tant to take under the microscope because it is the 
first entity that has been created under the UNFCCC 
specifically tasked with looking at human mobility. 
It will also provide more substantive documentation 
related to human mobility than the few provisions in 
high-level documents from the COP, the substance 
of which often emerges from closed-door discus-
sions and remains shrouded in mystery. The task 
force, on the other hand, is likely to give a more de-
tailed insight into decision-making processes. 

However, the task force is far from being a neutral 
entity. Indeed, the provision contained in the Paris 
decision is very vague, leaving the work of defining 
the shape of the task force to the Executive Com-
mittee of the WIM. The vague nature of the Paris 
provision led to a number of questions being raised 
by civil society shortly after the Paris negotiations, 
voicing open questions about the constitution of the 
task force. For example, the Climate Change and Mi-
gration Coalition asked:

•	 Who will be on the task force?

•	 How will it operate and how will it be account-
able?

•	 How long will it take?

•	 What will happen with the recommendations 
the task force makes?

•	 Is there any money, and if there is, where will 
it come from?

•	 Is there a role for civil society, and is there a 
role for academia?

•	 How does it mesh with other international 
processes?49

Perhaps most fundamentally, the coalition also 
posed the question: “what is a task force?”50

Some of these points have been (partially) answered 
by the Executive Committee of the WIM. In addition 
to setting out the scope of work for the task force, 
the terms of reference prepared by the Executive 
Committee includes statements on the activities, 
tasks, and deliverables of the task force as well as 
the associated timeline. The terms of reference also 
outlined the required qualifications and expertise for 
task force members whilst also setting out the size 
and composition of the task force. 

Who will be on the task force?

The terms of reference set out the composition of 
the task force, without naming specific members, 
preferring to set out criteria by which they should be 
selected. Therefore, according to the terms of refer-
ence, the task force is to be made up of a maximum 
of 14 members, with up to four members being drawn 
from the Executive Committee, with a balance of An-
nex 1 and Annex 2 Parties being represented, up to 
eight technical experts reflecting regional diversity, 
one representative from the Adaptation Committee, 
and one from the Least Developed Countries Expert 
Group.51 Two Executive Committee members are to 
co-facilitate the task force.52

The terms of reference also set out how the techni-
cal expert members are to be drawn:

a. Representatives from UNFCCC NGO constitu-
ency groups, with no constituency having more 
than one representative;

b. Representatives from intergovernmental or-
ganizations (IGO), that have been admitted by 
the COP to the UNFCCC process;

c. Any other institution agreed for inclusion by 
the Excom53
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Furthermore, the Executive Committee can, “at the 
request of the task force,” “invite additional techni-
cal experts and representatives from other bodies, 
as needed, to serve as ad-hoc members of the task 
force”54 so further experts may be drawn in at a 
later point.

After setting out these criteria, the Executive Com-
mittee sent invitations to organizations and UN-
FCCC entities to nominate individuals to serve as 
Task Force members. Thirteen of fourteen nomina-
tions have now been made, with members being 
drawn from the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR), IOM, the Internal Displace-
ment Monitoring Center (IDMC), the United Na-
tions Development Programme (UNDP), the Inter-
national Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies, the Plat- form on Disaster Displacement 
(PDD), and the Advisory Group on Climate Change 
and Human Mobility as well as the various UNFCCC 
entities listed in the terms of reference.55

How will it operate and how will it be 
accountable?

The primary mode of work for the task force is 
identified as “electronic modalities”; however, in-
person meetings are also foreseen as far as they 
are “deemed necessary,”56 and the task force is 
“to organize at least one face-to-face meeting.”57 
The exact activities that are to be undertaken by 
the task force in order to fulfill their mandate and 
scope of work is still unclear, with the task force it-
self being given the job of preparing its draft work-
plan and list of planned activities. 

The accountability of the task force lies quite clear-
ly with the Executive Committee of the WIM, with 
the task force reporting “to the Executive Commit-
tee, on a regular basis, through its co-facilitators, 
at the meetings of the Executive Committee, and 
through written reports.”58 Other points in the 
terms of reference also tightly tie the task force to 
the Executive Committee of the WIM: two mem-
bers of the Executive Committee will co-facilitate 
the task force; it is the Executive Committee mem-
bers of the task force who will recommend techni-
cal expert members of the task force, and these 
recommendations will then be approved by the Ex-
ecutive Committee co-chairs; the Executive Com-

mittee has the power to invite ad hoc technical 
experts to the task force; the Executive Commit-
tee has to approve in-person meetings of the task 
force in advance in order to support participation; 
and the draft workplan that the task force prepares 
is subject to approval by the Executive Committee 
before it is implemented by the task force.59

However, accountability does not end with the Ex-
ecutive Committee of the WIM as the WIM is em-
bedded in the larger UNFCCC structures and is also 
subject to accountability mechanisms. As set out 
in the decision that established the WIM at COP19, 
the Executive Committee of the WIM is to report 
annually to the COP via the Subsidiary Body for Sci-
entific and Technological Advice (SBSTA) and the 
Subsidiary Body for Implementation (SBI).60 At the 
COP20 the following year, it was reaffirmed that 
the WIM was established “under the guidance of, 
and accountable to, the Conference of the Parties” 
(COP).61 The Paris Agreement repeats that the WIM 
is “subject to the authority and guidance” of the 
COP (also serving as the meeting of the Parties to 
the Paris Agreement).62 The decision on the review 
of the WIM from COP22 also recommends periodic 
reviews of the WIM at least every five years, with the 
next review to take place in 2019.63 Therefore, the 
task force is drawn into the WIM’s regular reporting 
to and oversight by the COP and will presumably 
also be included in future reviews of the WIM. 

How long will it take?

The task force is to have delivered its mandate “no 
later than COP24, with a possibility of extension, 
unless otherwise decided by the Executive Com-
mittee.”64 The COP24 will take place in late 2018; 
therefore, it is expected that the task force will 
have delivered by this date. 

What will happen with the recom-
mendations the task force makes?

The deliverables, in the form of the recommenda-
tions on averting, minimizing, and addressing dis-
placement, are envisaged as having a potentially 
broad target audience, including going beyond 
the UNFCCC, to include (but not being limited to) 
“the ExCom, the Parties, governments, regional or-
ganizations, practitioners, civil society, technical 
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and scientific communities.”65 However, the terms 
of reference do not give any further indication as 
to what is expected to be done with these recom-
mendations. This is in part because the terms of 
reference can only set out terms for the task force 
and not for other entities for which the recommen-
dations might be relevant. 

Is there any money, and if there is, 
where will it come from?

From the terms of reference it is clear that some 
funding will be available through the WIM; partici-
pation at in-person meetings not approved in ad-
vance by the Executive Committee will explicitly not 
be supported,66 implying that (financial) support is 
available for task force members to attend approved 
meetings. No further mentions of finance are includ-
ed in the terms of reference, so it is unclear as to 
whether the task force will have any funding avail-
able with which to carry out its mandate. 

Is there a role for civil society, and is 
there a role for academia?

The terms of reference as well as the initial nomina-
tions for membership of the task force indicate a 
limited role for civil society and academia. Accord-
ing to the terms of reference, up to eight technical 
experts will be drawn into the task force from UN-
FCCC NGO constituency groups67 intergovernmen-
tal organizations, and any other institution agreed 
for inclusion by the Executive Committee.68 In the 
initial nominations, the Advisory Group on Climate 
Change and Human Mobility is identified as repre-
senting civil society. 

No representative is drawn from the UNFCCC con-
stituency to which academic organizations almost 
exclusively belong (Research and Independent 
Non-Governmental organizations- RINGO), and 
therefore, academia is not currently represented. 
However, the Executive Committee can draw in 
other organizations in an ad hoc manner, so not 
being included in the membership of the Task 
Force at this stage does not necessarily mean that 
representatives from academic institutions will not 
be drawn in at a later date.

How does it mesh with other 
international processes?

Whether the task force will mesh with other interna-
tional processes at all is left completely open. Wheth-
er it does this may be largely down to what other 
institutions are drawn into the task force as techni-
cal experts. Whilst task force members coming from 
within the UNFCCC (the Executive Committee mem-
bers, and the members coming from the Adapta-
tion Committee and the Least Developed Countries 
Expert Group) will have in-depth knowledge of the 
UNFCCC, they might not have in-depth knowledge 
of other international processes. In particular, an in-
ternational process is currently underway to work to-
wards two global compacts, the global compact on 
refugees and the global compact for safe, orderly, 
and regular migration, after this commitment was in-
cluded in the September 2016 New York Declaration 
for Refugees and Migrants.69 The two UN agencies 
that work on human mobility—UNHCR and IOM—are 
heavily involved in these processes and if pulled into 
the task force might act as a bridge between these 
two processes. 

At the same time, other international processes 
have been retrospectively identified as including 
hooks on which to hang work on human mobility 
in the context of climate change. In particular, the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)70 and the 
Sendai Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) Framework71 

both contain provisions on mobility and on climate 
change, although stopping short of addressing hu-
man mobility in the context of climate change ex-
plicitly. The task force will be able to refer to these 
processes and draw on them where relevant when 
making their recommendations. Indeed, there is also 
nothing to stop the task force from directing recom-
mendations at those implementing the DRR Frame-
work and the SDGs. 

Finally, the Nansen Initiative, a state-led, bottom-up 
consultative process building consensus on protec-
tion in the context of cross-border disaster displace-
ment, also culminated in 2015 with the publication 
of its “Protection Agenda.”72 The initiative has been 
followed by the Platform on Disaster Displacement,73 
which is tasked with implementing the Protection 
Agenda. A high level of interaction between this pro-
cess and the task force is also thinkable. 
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So, what is a task force?

A close reading of the terms of reference, in con-
junction with the background of how the WIM has 
emerged and is institutionally anchored in the UN-
FCCC more generally, shows that this task force 
has the potential to be whatever its members make 
of it, but that this has to take place within the strict 
parameters set for them by the Executive Commit-
tee of the WIM. 

Due to its institutional context, it is unlikely that the 
task force will be able to make radical recommen-
dations. The choices of membership for the task 
force have also been fairly conservative, drawing 
most heavily on institutions that already have a 
presence in the UNFCCC and have overcome the 
bureaucratic hurdles for accreditation that this in-
volves. In particular, since members of the Execu-
tive Committee are responsible for putting forward 
and agreeing to the members, only institutions 
that are already on the radar of the WIM have been 
pulled into the task force.

Conclusion: The Devil’s in the Detail

This policy brief has featured six of the seven COPs 
of the UNFCCC that have taken place between 
2010 in Cancun and 2016 in Marrakech. However, 
it has also highlighted that it is not the high-level 
(and therefore also more highly publicized) deci-
sions agreed to at these meetings that are neces-
sarily the most relevant for understanding how hu-
man mobility factors into the international climate 
change negotiations. Instead, it is the nitty-gritty 
of workplans and the work on determining the 
constellation of particular innocuous sounding en-
tities, such as the task force on displacement, that 
really determine what work can be undertaken on 
human mobility within the remit of the UNFCCC 
negotiation process. 

This is therefore a call to look beyond the high-level 
agreements that are given the most attention and 
pay more interest in the details, in the work that 
is carried out in the background. This is where the 
rulebooks to accompany high-level agreements are 
thrashed out and where policies are actually given 
shape beyond the broad strokes pinned down at 
the COPs. Doing so will sharpen the analytical lens 
with which we view the UNFCC process and can 
give insights into future directions of policymaking; 
it can fuel targeted critique when necessary; and 
it can allow for better, more targeted engagement 
with the process.

In the immediate future, attention should continue 
to be directed at the WIM and the details of the 
five-year rolling workplan, which still needs to be 
added to the initial areas of work sketched out in 
the indicative workplan approved at the COP in 
Marrakech. At the same time, the setup of the task 
force on displacement by the WIM and, once it be-
gins to meet, the workplan that it sets for itself are 
also important to consider. Whether or not human 
mobility features in any decisions that are agreed 
to at the forthcoming COP in Bonn in November 
2017 or in the COPs that follow, this work will con-
tinue and should not disappear from academic 
scrutiny simply because it is not taking place on 
the main stage.
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