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Executive Summary

A Salvadoran woman abandoned farming, following failing harvests, and set up a corner store to support
her family; however, this made her a target for gang extorsion, ultimately forcing her to flee her country. An
Afro-Miskito man received death threats from organized crime for defending his home in an
environmentally protected area, forcing him to flee northern Honduras. Rising food prices following
hurricanes squeezed an indigenous Guatemalan woman’s ability to earn a living selling produce. A
Nicaraguan man was politically persecuted by the ruling party—but the destruction of the family home in
a hurricane was also a factor. All of these stories related by survey respondents in this study demonstrate

how the growing impacts of climate change contribute to force people to leave their homes.

This report, Climate Change and Migration from Central America: Insights from Migrants in Mexico,
examines how climate-related harms intersect with and exacerbate violence, exclusion, discrimination,
and weak state protection to drive migration from El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua.
Drawing on interviews, desk research, and surveys with people on the move in Mexico, the study shows
that climate change rarely operates as a single cause of displacement. Instead, migrants consistently
describe how environmental shocks—such as droughts that destroy crops, storms that damage homes
and livelihoods, and deforestation and extreme heat that undermine health and economic stability—

exacerbate existing insecurity and hardship.

These environmental pressures deepen poverty, disrupt access to food and water, and erode already
fragile living conditions. In many cases, climate impacts interact with violence, persecution, and lack of
economic opportunity, making migration necessary. Migrants’ experiences reveal how climate harms

contribute to a broader chain of risks that threaten subsistence, personal safety, and family stability.

This study centers Mexico as both a transit and destination country for Central American migrants
impacted by these dynamics. The findings demonstrate that better understanding how climate change
intensifies vulnerabilities to violence, insecurity, and loss of livelihood—and integrating that analysis into
refugee and immigration representation and adjudication— can improve access to protection and to
regular migration status under Mexico’s existing legal framework. The report also offers specific
recommendations to strengthen institutional responses to climate migration by the Mexican government

and civil society actors.
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Key Survey Findings

Conducted by the Berkeley Law Human Rights Clinic in partnership with the Institute for Women in
Migration (IMUMI), the study draws on a 2024 survey of 87 migrants in transit in Mexico; key informant
interviews with civil society, international organizations, and Mexican officials; and desk research.
Although the population surveyed is small and not representative, responses provide a snapshot of the
lived experiences of people on the move and illuminate how climate harms compound other drivers of

forced migration.

The responses indicate that:

e Climate exposure is pervasive and multi-hazard. More than 80% of respondents experienced at
least one climate event in the five years before leaving; 55% faced four or more. The most reported
events included hurricanes (64%), heatwaves (56%), and flooding (55%); landslides (45%),
droughts (41%), changes to growing seasons (38%), and forest fires (37%) were also common.

Exposure was highest among Honduran and Nicaraguan respondents.

e Material impacts are severe—and translate into protection-relevant harms. Among those
affected by climate events, more than half reported lost jobs, lost crops, property damage, lost
access to water or electricity, and infectious disease. Large majorities also reported lacking
access to clean water (74%) and food (67%) as a result of climate impacts. All of these impacts

increase risks to life and safety.

o Climate impacts often coexist with persecution and violence. When asked directly, more than
half of respondents who had experienced climate events said environmental factors influenced
their decision to leave their homes. However, a clear majority of all respondents said insecurity
(66%), violence (62%), and unemployment (54%) were reasons for their migration. The data and
narratives show climate harms deepening vulnerability to persecution and exploitation. In some
cases, climate-related shocks precipitated loss of livelihood or displacement that, in turn,

increased exposure to harm at the hands of gangs, state authorities, or others.

e Gendered and intersectional impacts are pronounced. Women reported higher rates of lost
work, food and water disruptions, crop loss, and communication outages than men following
climate events. Female heads of household also disproportionately assumed additional
caregiving burdens and faced heightened risks of gender-based violence, which is directly

relevant to persecution analysis. Indeed, fully 22% of all female respondents reported they were

Climate Change and Migration from Central America: Results from a Survey of Central American Migrant 1]



fleeing gender-based violence. Indigenous and Afro-descendant respondents also described
heightened exposure to hurricanes and flooding, land dispossession, and threats as

environmental defenders.

e Structural gaps in state response are common. Only 25% of climate-affected respondents
reported receiving any government aid; assistance was typically one-off food distributions, with
little support for evacuation, rebuilding, or medical needs. Respondents frequently
spontaneously cited corruption, favoritism, or discriminatory non-delivery of aid—state

protection failures that increase displacement risk.

Findings Regarding Legal Protections Available
in Mexico

Mexico’s refugee law incorporates both the 1951 Convention definition of refugee—protecting individuals
with a well-founded fear of persecution— and the broader Cartagena Declaration definition, which
extends refugee status to people fleeing generalized violence, conflict, massive human rights violations,
or serious disruptions to public order. It also provides complementary protection for those who face
threats to life or risk of torture or cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment if returned. However, the

following gaps between law, policy, and practice constrain access to protection:

e Anoverarching policy environment that prioritizes detention, deportation, and militarization of

migration enforcement, which limits physical and legal access to protection;

e Chronic under-resourcing of Mexico’s asylum agency (COMAR) amid rising caseloads limits

institutional capacity to process cases quickly and issue careful, well-reasoned decisions;

e Humanitarian pathways managed by Mexico’s migration agency (INM), such as the Humanitarian
Visitor Card (TVRH) and short-term visas for people affected by disasters, are rarely granted in

practice even though they are clearly intended to protect migrants affected by climate impacts.

Given these challenges, the study examines how better integrating analysis of climate’s role in
heightening exposure to persecution, massive violations of human rights, disturbances of public order,
and risks to life and integrity can promote access to protection. Survey findings showed how climate
shocks repeatedly pushed respondents into conditions that increase precarity, expose families to

violence and insecurity, and threaten subsistence. Where the state contributes to these threats, or

Climate Change and Migration from Central America: Results from a Survey of Central American Migrant 1]



cannot or will not provide effective protection from these dangers, these may form the basis of a

protection claim. Annex |l examines relevant law and jurisprudence in greater detail.

Both survey respondents and key informants showed how a single case might demonstrate eligibility for
multiple forms of protection, for example, under the Cartagena definition and, subsidiarily,
Complementary Protection. In these cases, Mexico must evaluate eligibility for, and grant, refugee status

where warranted, before evaluating Complementary Protection.

Climate factors are often under-reported by migrants unless directly elicited by interviewers, a common
challenge noted by key informants. Survey responses showed that migrants’ narratives may emphasize
economic or family reunification motives, even as they describe suffering significant climate harms. The
study also examines how short intake interviews are likely insufficient to fully evaluate the role of

climate-related drivers, particularly for the purpose of immigration representation and adjudication.

In response, advocates and adjudicators can use targeted questioning to surface climate-related drivers.
The study also recommends ensuring that Country-of-Origin Information (COIl) systematically includes
climate-related data—particularly impacts on subsistence, public infrastructure, disease outbreaks, and
government response capacity—to complement case evaluation. Annex | contains country snapshots

that discuss how climate impacts intersect with conditions in each of the study countries.

Priority Recommendations

To ensure Mexico’s protection system fully accounts for cross-border climate-related displacement, the

study recommends:

Strengthen Legal Analysis

e COMAR should create clear institutional guidance to help ensure that climate-related harms are

meaningfully considered in refugee and protection decisions.

e Internal guidelines, adjudicator training, and quality control of decisions should guarantee that
refugee eligibility under the Cartagena definition is always analyzed before Complementary

Protection and granted where warranted.
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Recognize climate-related impacts as relevant to analysis of “massive violations of human rights,
“serious disturbance of public order,” and complementary protection in internal guidelines and

other policy documents.

Integrate information about current climate impacts and consider including or seeking
information about climate risks that are scientifically reasonably foreseeable into Country-of-

Origin Information.

Improve Data Collection and Analysis

Include climate-related harms in COMAR statistics on the bases of claims for international

protection, both at initial registration and at final decision.

Publish redacted case decisions involving analysis of climate factors.

Ensure Practical Access to Status

INM should issue clear internal guidance for granting the TVRH and other humanitarian visas in

climate-related cases and ensure regular and foreseeable application of the law.

Guarantee timely issuance of CURPs (social security numbers) and non-discriminatory access to

employment, healthcare, and social services to make local integration viable.

Cross-Cutting

Climate Change and Migration from Central America: Results from a Survey of Central American Migrant

The Mexican state should resource COMAR adequately relative to caseload and stabilize funding

for civil society and UN support.

Adopt anti-racist, gender-responsive, and Indigenous-rights approaches across case assistance

and adjudication to address differentiated impacts and risks.

Improve research on climate-related displacement and ensure structured dialogue between

COMAR, civil society, and UNHCR to iterate guidance and tools.



Introduction

Across Central America, the accelerating impacts of climate change are deepening long-standing social,
political, and economic vulnerabilities.” In the Dry Corridor, an arid region spanning Guatemala,
Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, and neighboring countries, extreme drought and erratic rainfall have
decimated essential crops such as corn, beans, and coffee. For many campesino and indigenous

communities, this has led to food shortages and rising debt.

Along the coasts, rising sea levels and warming ocean temperatures threaten fishing livelihoods and local
economies that depend on tourism. At the same time, stronger and more frequent hurricanes and
tropical storms are destroying homes, roads, and farmland, especially in rural and marginalized areas.
Together, these climate stressors deepen existing poverty, violence, land inequality, and weak public

services, driving more people to displacement within their countries and across borders.

As climate impacts increasingly force people to move, civil society, international organizations, and
governments have recognized the need for stronger legal and humanitarian responses. This study focuses
on Mexico, which has seen a dramatic increase in both migration and asylum claims in recent years. In
2016, Mexico recorded about 186,000 migrant detentions and fewer than 9,000 asylum applications.? By
2024, detentions had risen to nearly one million, and asylum applications reached 79,000° — down from
a historic high of more than 140,000 in 2023.* Even as migration patterns have shifted, Honduras
remained the largest asylum seeking nationality in Mexico in 2024.° These increasing demands place
significant strain on Mexico’s immigration and asylum systems, making effective access and high-quality,
timely adjudication more important than ever. Better understanding how climate change contributes to
displacement and integrating that analysis into refugee and immigration decisions can improve access to

international protection and to regular migration status.

The Berkeley Law Human Rights Clinic undertook this study in partnership with the Institute for Women in
Migration, A.C. (IMUMI) to strengthen an empirical understanding of how climate change contributes to
migration in Central America. The report examines how worsening climate impacts intersect with and
exacerbate long-standing social, economic, and security challenges in El Salvador, Guatemala,
Honduras, and Nicaragua to shape migration decisions. These four countries have experienced high
levels of migration in recent decades, driven by a potent mix of violence, inequality, corruption, and
poverty. Recognizing how climate pressures intensify these dynamics is key to informing ongoing regional

and global debates on legal protections for people forced to move. This study also centers the
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perspectives of migrants themselves, exploring how they understand the role of climate-related

conditions in their decision to move.

Drawing on interviews, desk research, and surveys of people on the move conducted in Mexico during
2024, the report highlights that climate change rarely operates as a single cause of displacement.
Instead, migrants consistently describe how environmental shocks—such as droughts that destroy crops,
storms that damage homes and livelihoods, and deforestation and extreme heat that undermine health
and economic stability—exacerbate existing insecurity and hardship. These pressures deepen poverty,
expose families to violence and exploitation by persecutors, and erode already fragile living conditions,
making migration increasingly unavoidable. The findings underscore the close relationship between

climate impacts, food insecurity, economic precarity, and threats to personal safety.

These dynamics have important implications for Mexico’s immigration and asylum systems. While Mexico
has a strong legal framework for asylum and complementary protection, it faces serious challenges in
effective access, institutional capacity, and consistent application of the laws. These challenges have
intensified in a changing international funding environment and with growing caseloads. Better integrating
analysis of how climate factors heighten exposure to persecution, massive violations of human rights,
disturbances of public order, and risks to life and integrity is critical to ensuring protection in a changing
climate. Advocates and adjudicators can strengthen legal analysis and argumentation of refugee claims,
particularly through fuller use of the Cartagena Declaration refugee definition and Complementary
Protection; integrate climate considerations into Country-of-Origin Information; and create clear
institutional guidance and data to help ensure that climate-related harms are meaningfully considered in

refugee and protection decisions.

In the pages that follow, Part Il outlines the study methodology, including a note on the use of surveys as a
method and conditions in Mexico in 2024, when this survey was carried out. Part lll examines the
relationship between climate change and migration in Central America, with particular attention to how
climate pressures exacerbate existing violence and insecurity—a dynamic that remains underexplored in
much of the literature. Part IV presents the survey findings. Part V analyzes those findings within broader
regional conditions and discusses how advocates and adjudicators can apply these insights within

Mexico’s asylum and protection systems. Part VI offers concluding reflections and recommendations.

Two annexes supplement the analysis. One provides an overview of country conditions in each of the four

Central American countries, focusing on how climate impacts intersect with violence, corruption,
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environmental degradation, and inequalities. The second examines how climate-related displacement

can be incorporated into legal analysis of refugee status and complementary protection.

Climate Change and Migration from Central America: Results from a Survey of Central American Migrant



Methodology

This study seeks to better understand the lived experiences of migrants transiting through Mexico, many
of whom have been displaced by the combined effects of climate-related disruptions, violence, and long-
standing structural inequality in their home countries. The research draws on three complementary
sources of information: (1) a survey of migrants in transit; (2) key informant interviews with civil society
actors, international organizations, and government officials; and (3) desk research on climate migration,

country conditions, and Mexico’s legal and policy frameworks.

Between July and December 2024, the Berkeley Human Rights Clinic and the Institute for Women in
Migration (IMUMI) administered a structured survey to 87 migrants in transit in Mexico. Surveys were
conducted in civil society shelters and encampments that serve migrants, in a shifting immigration
enforcement context that influenced who was accessible for participation. The survey consisted of
yes/no and multiple-choice questions, and a few open-ended prompts. Topics included demographic
information; experiences with climate-related events in home countries; other factors influencing
migration decisions; and perceptions of asylum in Mexico and the United States. Participation was

voluntary, and respondents were informed of the purpose of the study.

Survey respondents reflected a range of national, gender, and age backgrounds. Forty-eight percent
identified as Honduran, 25% as Salvadoran, 15% as Guatemalan, 11% as Nicaraguan; and 11% identified
as Indigenous. Fifty-six percent identified as women, 43% as men, and 1% as transgender. All
respondents were over age 18, with more than 70% between the ages of 25 and 44. Most respondents

were reached in shelters (60%), while 40% were staying in encampments.

Most survey responses were quantitative and were analyzed using Microsoft Excel. Short open-ended
responses were coded by the Clinic team, and two survey questions—asking respondents to briefly
explain why they left their country and allowing interviewers to record contextual notes—were analyzed

qualitatively.

Several contextual factors shaped the composition of the survey sample. U.S. asylum policies in effectin
2024 requiring use of the CBP One app led to long wait times and the growth of encampments in the
Mexico City.® Enforcement practices also affected who could be reached. Central American migrants, in
particular—unlike Venezuelans—, faced a higher risk of detention and deportation, limiting their visibility

and freedom of movement. Although some respondents intended to settle in Mexico, more than three-
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quarters expressed an intention to continue to the United States, most of them seeking CBP One

appointments.

Although the survey sample is limited in size, it provides valuable firsthand insights from migrants in
extended transit in Mexico—an understudied population situated at the intersection of shifting
enforcement policies and multiple drivers of displacement. The data helps illuminate recurring patterns,
priorities, and protection gaps relevant to legal analysis, advocacy, and future research on climate-related

migration.

The decision to conduct surveys of migrants in transit was intentional. While recent studies of climate
migration in Mesoamerica have been conducted at points along migration routes,” communities of origin®
or destination countries,® this study centers migrants at shelters and encampments. This approach
captures a cross-section of people in transit at a different stage of decision-making. At the same time, the
study does not claim to be representative of all migrants in transit or all Central American migrants.' This

reality may be reflected in various ways in the study data.”

In addition to the survey, the Clinic conducted 14 semi-structured interviews between July 2024 and
February 2025 with key informants, including legal service providers, humanitarian and research
organizations in Mexico and Central America, and officials from the Mexican Commission for Refugee
Assistance (COMAR) and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in Mexico. These
interviews helped contextualize the survey findings, clarify enforcement and adjudication practices, and

identify barriers to protection.

The study also draws on extensive desk research, including a review of existing literature on climate
migration; country conditions in Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, and Nicaragua; and legal frameworks

for asylum and humanitarian protection in Mexico.

Together, these methods provide a grounded picture of how climate-related events intersect with
violence, insecurity, and legal and policy gaps to shape migration through Mexico. The findings aim to

inform legal and advocacy efforts to expand protection for people displaced in a changed climate.

Climate Change and Migration from Central America: Results from a Survey of Central American Migrant 5



Understanding the Climate-
Migration Nexus in Central America

Climate Change as Risk-Multiplier

Climate change is increasingly recognized as a “threat-multiplier” that is likely to exacerbate preexisting
vulnerabilities and structural inequalities globally.' It impacts the enjoyment of human rights by
increasing conditions of precarity and poverty, exacerbating conflicts, and impacting human health,
development, and the rights of future generations.' The impacts of climate change are more destructive
in countries with weak infrastructure and institutions, more conflict, less inclusive economies, and

contexts where national governments lack capacity or will to respond to the impacts of climate change.™

In Northern Central America and Nicaragua, factors including poor infrastructure, preexisting inequality
and discrimination, environmental degradation, corruption, political persecution, and violence all affect
climate resilience. For example, in all four countries, deficient water management exacerbates climate
vulnerability, with disproportionate impacts on subsistence farmers, Indigenous and Afrodescendant
communities, and the poor." Institutional weakness is often on display following natural disasters, where
inadequate state response to humanitarian and rebuilding needs can leave individuals vulnerable to
longer-term displacement and cross-border migration,'® particularly where these material impacts
intersect with other risks, such as exposure to gang or state violence.' Corruption is also a major driver of
instability, as it weakens institutional capacity, erodes public trust, and often causes authorities to form
symbiotic relationships with criminal networks, limiting access to state protection.’® Women, children,
the elderly, and people with disabilities face differentiated challenges. The dynamics summarized below

are also addressed in additional detail with respect to the study countries in Annex I.

How Does Climate Change Impact Migration?

Migration is always multicausal.” Migration caused by climate change occurs in the context of pre-
existing migration dynamics, though it may also give rise to new dynamics.? For this reason, isolating the

role of both slow-onset (e.g. drought, sea level rise, desertification) and rapid-onset (e.g. hurricanes,
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tropical storms, flooding, wildfire) impacts of climate change in migration decisions is an empirical

challenge.”

Research indicates that most people displaced by climate change are likely to move within their own
countries, with projections estimating over 17 million internally displaced people in Latin America alone
by 2050.2 Some number of people will also be displaced across international borders, although there is

no current academic consensus on scale.

Few studies to date have attempted to assess factors that make cross-border migration in response to
climate events more likely.?* One recent study found that individuals make climate migration decisions in
a stepwise, not linear, fashion, ultimately leading to “adaptive” (proactive, voluntary) or “distress”
(desperate, after exhausting all other options) migration in the face of untenable conditions.?® Other
studies have attempted to theorize climate “tipping points” by identifying points at which adaptive
responses to the impacts of climate change become necessary, where previously they were not; and
later, where adaptive responses cease to have a beneficial effect, leaving migration as the only viable

option.%

The Climate-Violence Nexus

Research shows that climate change can fuel social conflict by intensifying competition over scarce
resources like land and water? and deepening grievances when state responses are inadequate or
perceived as discriminatory. Climate-linked displacement can also fuel tensions in communities
receiving migrants.? Studies have also established increased risks of interpersonal violence, including

gender-based violence, following natural disasters.?®

More research is needed on how climate change may contribute to violence in urban settings.®® Such
research will be relevant to Central America, where climate impacts are likely to accelerate ongoing
trends, including circular rural-urban migration and permanent urbanization. These trends will further
stretch demand for urban infrastructure, services, and housing, and will disproportionately impact the
poor.2" More research is also needed on how climate change may aggravate preexisting situations of

violence or conflict.
The Climate-Poverty Nexus

A recent multi-agency UN study found that “climate variability and extremes are one of the major drivers

of recent food insecurity and malnutrition trends” in Latin America.®? In Northern Central America, an
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estimated 2.2 million people have experienced crop losses due to climate change, pushing many into

poverty or migration.*

People living in poverty are more susceptible to the immediate and long-term impacts of climate
change.®* Poverty creates “obstacles to the enjoyment and exercise of human rights in conditions of true
equality” and increases “exposure” to rights violations.*® Climate change contributes to poverty-related
insecurity, including access to basic rights like food, water, housing, and health, which drive people to
migrate.*® These impacts are exacerbated by government policy, including poor infrastructure and lack of
a social safety net.®” Natural disasters can also impact housing, availability of potable water, and
compromise food safety, affecting quantity and quality of food and creating risks of malnutrition and

other health consequences.®

The Climate-Gender Nexus

Women and girls face greater risks of rights violations, including life, personal integrity and health, due to
the adverse effects of climate change.* Studies have identified some key pathways that increase these
inequities and risks. Women are more vulnerable to economic and climate shocks due to limited access
to resources (including credit, finances, and land) and to decision-making power, and inequitable
distribution of unpaid household and caregiving labor.*° Climate change may increase women and girls’

vulnerability to sexual and gender-based violence.*'

During extreme climate events, women are disproportionately affected by taking on additional caregiving
duties, while also being expected to directly intervene in food production and management of household
tasks.* These are factors that may limit women’s ability to migrate. Natural disasters have the greatest
impact on the life expectancy of women and girls.** Natural disasters may also increase risk of gender-

based violence.*

Women may also be at greater risk of becoming “trapped” and unable to migrate due to lack of access to
resources, traditional migration patterns (in which male household members leave first), as well as

distribution of household and caregiving duties.*®
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Key Survey Findings

The survey of people on the move in Mexico explored their experiences of climate events in the years
immediately before migration and how those events intersected with other reasons for migration. The
responses show how individuals understand climate harms—such as destroyed homes, failed crops,
health impacts, and loss of work—to compound other factors including gang violence, political

persecution, and discrimination, ultimately leaving them with few alternatives but to migrate.

Demographics

The survey reached a diverse group of respondents, including individuals from various age groups,
nationalities, and economic backgrounds. Among the participants, 25% identified as Salvadoran, 15% as
Guatemalan, 48% as Honduran, and 11% as Nicaraguan. Additionally, 11% of respondents identified as
Indigenous (including Miskito, Quiché, and Nahua, as well as Garifuna and Nicaraguan Afro-descendant.)
The overrepresentation of Honduran respondents in the survey is consistent with its spot as the top

asylum-seeking nationality in Mexico in 2024.4¢

Among participants, 56% of respondents identified as women, 43% as men, and 1% as transgender.*” At
the time this survey was conducted, most respondents were reached in shelters (60%), while 40% were

staying in encampments.

Demographic Information

Indigeneity Traveling
With

Nationality Gender

El Salvador 18-24 Yes 12%

Alone
Female

t [t
Guatemala 25-34

Honduras
35-44 With family

Male

With someone
I know
N

45-54

Nicaragua 55-64

Transgender

All respondents were over the age of 18; 71% were between ages 25-44. Nearly half (41%) were traveling

with at least one child. Most respondents reported traveling with other people.
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Most respondents (75%) were the main economic provider for their household or contributed alongside
other family members.*® About 36% reported they earned their income through sales or small business
activities, followed by 34% who worked in the private sector, and 17% in farming or livestock. Other types

of work were reported in smaller numbers. Most respondents (74%) did not own the land or the place

where they worked.

R . Di wn the land or premi
Principal Source of Income in Home Country dyou o ° a.,d or promises
where you worked?
#People 0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70

a2 4 31

30 4

28 4 No 64
26 {

24 4

22 {

20 {

18 4

16 |

14 ] Yes 16
12 4 .

10 4

'R

6 4

4 3

o 4 — know

Sales or Other Private sector Agriculture Government Livestock
commerce or nonprum (self-employed employee (shepherding,
employee or farmworker) ranching)

Climate Events Before Migration

The survey shows that climate-related events, including extreme weather and environmental changes,
have shaped the lives of many migrants in Mexico. A large majority (83%) of respondents said they had
experienced at least one climate event in the five years before leaving their country.*® Most reported being
affected by hurricanes (64%), heatwaves (56%), and flooding (55%). Many also experienced landslides

(45%), droughts (41%), shifting growing and harvest seasons (38%), forest fires (37%), and sea levelrise

(14%).
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Before leaving your country of origin, did any of the following affect your family or community
in the last five years?

#People
60 M El Salvador

Il Guatemala

56

50 48 49

M Honduras
- =

Nicaragua
a0 39 36
5 33 2
30 28
25
20
15 12
9

10
’ : -
0 |

Hurricanes Flooding Heat waves Landslides Drought Changes in the Forest Earthguakes Sea level Other None of

or storms or collapses environment that fires rise similar event the above
affected crop

growing seasons

Climate Events

Number of Climate Events Experienced Before Leaving Country of Origin

# People
i M ELSalvador

:2 I Guatemala

15
14
13
12
n 10
10
9
8
0 1

Most respondents experienced the impacts of multiple climate events. In fact, 55% of respondents

Honduras

13
B Nicaragua
9 9
a 8
5
. |
3 4 5 6 7 8 9

# Climate Events Reported

@

CaNwWBGOG N

reported experiencing four or more different climate events prior to migrating.
The climate impacts varied somewhat by nationality:

e Honduras: Ninety-five percent had experienced at least one climate event. Most were affected by

hurricanes (73.8%), flooding (66.6%), heatwaves (59.5%), and landslides (54.7%).

e Nicaragua: All Nicaraguan respondents reported experiencing climate events, especially

hurricanes and heatwaves (60% each).

e Guatemala: Ninety-two percent had experienced climate events; heatwaves and disrupted

harvest seasons (54%) were most commonly reported.

e ElSalvador: Seventy-two percent reported experiencing a climate-related event, most often

hurricanes (59%), floods (50%), heatwaves (50%), and landslides (50%).
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Men were more likely than women to report experiencing forest fires (43% vs. 33%), flooding (65% vs.
49%), and landslides (51% vs. 41%). Women, on the other hand, more often cited environmental changes

that disrupted planting and harvest seasons (49% vs. 24%)).

Among Indigenous respondents, 90% experienced a climate-related event, compared to 82% of non-
Indigenous respondents. Many Indigenous participants came from highly climate-vulnerable regions such
as the Caribbean coasts of Honduras and Nicaragua and the highlands of Guatemala and El Salvador.
Their most reported experiences included flooding (80%), hurricanes (70%), and forest fires, heatwaves,

and earthquakes (each 50%).

Climate Impacts-~

How did these climate events impact you?
M El Salvador
# People
45 - Il Guatemala
an
40 4 38 a7 a7 38 37 38 M Honduras
35 1 I Nicaragua
30 4 27
25 4 24
20 4
14
15 4
10 4
5 4
04
Lack of Lack of Damage or Lack of Loss or Appearance Loss or Loss or Incommunication No impact
access to accessto loss of home electricity or lack of of ilinesses poor damage to on daily
clean water food or other other basic work (e.g.. Zika, quality or farmland, activities
goods services dengue) harvests death or loss
of farm
animals Impacts Reported

Respondents described multiple ways in which climate events disrupted their lives, often compounding

existing hardship and pushing them toward migration. For example,

e A Guatemalan woman who fled due to violence and unemployment was also affected by heat
waves and cold snaps, which made reliable agricultural work harder to secure. She had been
employed at a banana plantation, but climate events caused disruptions to banana production
which led to less available work: “There’s not enough work every day,” she explained, which made

it difficult to support her children.

e One Honduran man said that his entire family had been forced to migrate due to river flooding and

landslides. Although violence had been part of his decision to migrate, he also pointed to the
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impacts of hurricanes and flash flooding, including gastrointestinal viruses caused by polluted

water, as factors that pushed him to leave.

One woman from La Paz, El Salvador, described how persistent drought that damaged harvests
led her to set up a corner store to make money. However, the gangs started to demand a “war tax”
(extortion) from the store that she was unable to pay because the business was not very

profitable, and she had three kids to feed. Due to gang threats, she fled her country.

Economic Impacts

More than half of those affected by climate events lost their jobs (51%) or experienced crop failure (53%).

Nearly 40% saw their land or animals damaged. These losses were particularly severe for those workingin

agriculture: 75% lost their jobs, and 83% experienced crop damage.

A Honduran farmer shared that after years of drought damaged harvests, he lost his agricultural
job and left the country. When asked why he left, he responded, “No quality of life,” citing

unemployment and insecurity as reasons for leaving.

Another farmer from Honduras who left “to seek better opportunities” explained that shifts in

harvesting seasons made it impossible to sustain a livelihood.

A single mother described how flooding and crop losses caused her to lose work in the fields in El
Progreso, Honduras; she left her country due to hunger, lack of work —the effects of which were
compounded for her as a single parent without formal education— and insecurity related to

organized crime.

Destruction of Homes and Infrastructure

Climate events also damaged homes and basic infrastructure. More than half (51%) of respondents

affected by climate events lost belongings or experienced property damage. More than half (53%) lost

electricity or water services, and one third were cut off from communication with the outside world—29%

of those for more than a month.

One woman who fled San Pedro Sula, Honduras, said she and her family “left our house, left

everything” after Hurricanes Eta and lota. She cited extortion as a factor in her decision to flee.

Climate Change and Migration from Central America: Results from a Survey of Central American Migrant 13



e One Honduran woman from Ocotepeque described how “too much rain and heat ‘burned’the
tomato, onion, cucumber harvest,” how extreme drought sparked forest fires that caused severe
smoke exposure, and how many homes in her town were destroyed by flooding following
Hurricanes Eta and lota. The walls and roof of her house collapsed due to flooding. Asked why she
left his country, she said in part due to these impacts and in part “other reasons due to gangs and

threats against me.”

Health Impacts and Access to Basic Needs

Impacts on respondents' health emerged as a major consequence of climate disasters. More than half of
all respondents reported challenges in accessing necessities such as food (51%) and water (53%). Many
also described increased exposure to illness: 57% specifically cited infectious disease as an impact,
including Dengue (17 respondents), Zika, Chikungunya, typhoid, and malaria. Others described

respiratory illnesses, asthma, and allergies linked to poor air quality. For example:

e Abartender from San Salvador, El Salvador explained that climate events had disrupted the
harvests, driving up the price of food. In addition to this, his daughter contracted dengue, and
caring for her forced him to change jobs. Faced with these challenges, he decided to migrate so

that he could “help the family.”

Of the respondents who experienced climate impacts, 74% reported that they lacked access to clean

water and 67% reported that they lacked access to food because of the impacts of climate events.

Disparities in Impacts by Gender
Across several different areas, women were more likely than men to report having experienced severe
impacts from climate change, including lost work (58%), disrupted access to food (58%) and water (58%)),

crop loss/damage (55%), and incommunication with the outside world (e.g. following a storm) (40%).""
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Did you assume additional responsibilities due to these events?

% Men or Women
49%
50 - Female

45 B Male

25%
25 24%
19%  18% 20%
20
14%
1 11%
10
5
0
Care of a family Collection Collection Securing your Emotional Change Assume paid work
member (medical of water of food belongings support employment / (outside the home)
care, personal care) undergo training for

new employment

Additional Responsibilities

Women were also more likely than men to take on additional responsibilities as a result of climate events.
Nearly half of all female respondents said they became caregivers for sick or elderly family members.
Others reported taking on new roles: collecting water (25%), securing food (18%), providing emotional

support (27%), and entering the workforce (8%).

These responsibilities were even greater for women who were the main providers for their households—

71% reported taking on additional tasks, compared to 57% of men in the same role.

e A Nicaraguan woman who worked in a market described the difficulties of working in extreme
heat, which caused her skin rashes and depression. Despite these challenges, she took on the
role of offering emotional support to fellow vendors also struggling with the harsh conditions and
described performing additional labor to try to keep up her peers’ spirits in the oppressive heat. At
the same time, she became the primary caregiver for her grandmother after she contracted

dengue.

Impacts by Countries of Origin

Respondents from Honduras and Nicaragua described some of the most severe impacts from climate
events. Many reported disruptions to basic needs such as food, water, electricity, employment, and
health. These accounts reflect not only the devastation caused by Hurricanes Eta and lota in 2020, but
also broader patterns of weak and discriminatory government response and political persecution in the

wake of these events.

e An Afro-Miskito man from Gracias a Dios, Honduras described how deforestation and land

grabbing by organized crime groups pushed his family to flee. As an indigenous leader defending
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the Rio Platano Biosphere, he received threats from organized crime and was ultimately forced to

flee “to reunify with family.”

e A Miskito woman from Atlantida department, Honduras who lived off farming and fishing, fled

after “death threats to take away our land.”

e A Nicaraguan former police officer said he left after facing political persecution for refusing to
participate in ruling party events. But the destruction of his family’s home on the Caribbean coast

by Hurricanes Eta and lota was also a deciding factor.

Government Aid in Response to Climate Impacts

Among those affected by climate events, only a quarter reported receiving any form of government aid.
Food assistance—generally on a single occasion—was the most common, while support for rebuilding,
evacuation, or medical needs was rare. Many respondents spontaneously expressed frustration with how

aid was distributed, often citing corruption, favoritism, or lack of follow-through. For example:

e A man from Jutiapa, Guatemala said that drought “makes the earth unwilling to produce,” and the

government failed to deliver promised aid. He eventually fled due to gang threats.

e ASalvadoran respondent noted that during extreme climate events, most aid was supplied by

international organizations and non-profits—not government.

e A Nicaraguan woman who fled due to government corruption stated that following hurricanes,

“the health department offered support to ‘preferred’ people—there was no equal access.”

Climate as Stated Reason for Migration

The survey was structured to inquire about the role of climate impacts in migration decisions. Overall,
about half of respondents considered climate impacts to be a significant factor in their decision to
migrate. When asked directly, nearly half of all respondents—and 60% of those who had experienced a
climate event—said that environmental factors were part of their decision to migrate. However, when later
asked to choose among multiple reasons for leaving, such as violence or lack of jobs, fewer cited

environmental impacts (44% overall; 53% among those affected by climate events).%?
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Did any of the following situations influence your decision to migrate?

#People
60 57

B El Salvador
- Guatemala
M Honduras

B Nicaragua

17

Insecurity Violence Unemployment Lack of means Environmental Discrimination
of subsistence impacts

Events that Influenced
Decision to Migrate

More Hondurans (62%) cited environmental impacts as a factor influencing their decision than any other

nationality (no more than 30%)).

The survey also invited respondents to answer a simple open-ended question: “In a few words, why did
you leave your country?” The responses reflected a range of interrelated reasons for leaving, underscoring
that migration is rarely the result of a single cause. Many cited climate-related factors alongside political
persecution, economic hardship, or discrimination—illustrating how environmental stress can deepen

existing vulnerabilities and shape the decision to migrate. For example:

e A Nicaraguan man pointed to political discrimination—specifically, his opposition to the
Sandinista party—and family reunification as primary reasons for fleeing. But he also described
how climate disruptions had impacted his family’s livelihood harvesting citrus fruit: “Now it
doesn’train as it should, and when it does, it’s a deluge in a short time, making it impossible to
plant or harvest.” That economic instability forced him to seek other paid work, which exposed

him to further political targeting in his new workplace.

e AnlIndigenous Quiché woman from Guatemala described a combination of unemployment,
discrimination, and rising cost of living as drivers of her migration. Her family sold vegetables for
income, but “hurricanes affected the availability of vegetables to sell,” causing financial stress

that made it hard to make ends meet.

e A Honduran farmer cited unemployment as the reason he left. But he added that "harvests
decreased, and there were fewer grain-growing seasons,"” making steady work harder to find.

Environmental shifts had steadily eroded his livelihood.

Climate Change and Migration from Central America: Results from a Survey of Central American Migrant 17



These personal accounts highlight how climate impacts often operate in the background, worsening job
prospects, disrupting food systems, and intensifying vulnerabilities to persecution, until leaving becomes

the only available option.

Other Drivers of Migration Reported

Respondents were also asked about other circumstances that influenced their decision to leave their
homes. A clear majority of respondents indicated that insecurity (66%), violence (62%), and
unemployment (54%) were factors influencing their decision to migrate. These were followed by lack of
livelihoods (45%), environmental impacts (44%), family reunification (28%), and discrimination (20%).
These responses highlight the continuing prevalence and relevance of these traditional drivers of
migration, as well as the importance of evaluating individual cases and country of origin conditions
holistically, considering the impacts of climate change in the context of other dynamics of violence and

exclusion.

Violence

Of the 62% of respondents who mentioned violence as a reason for migration...

What type of violence? How many types of violence reported?

# People
40 4 36

35 4
30 4
25 4

20

Violence by Violence by Violence by Gender-
organized state private actors based
crime authorities (ex. Businesses) violence

Of survey respondents who reported violence as a factor, two-thirds specified that they feared violence
perpetrated by organized crime. Many respondents reported experiencing extreme violence at the hands

of gangs, which directly influenced their decision to flee:

e |none case, a Honduran woman reported fleeing her country after being raped by a gang member

and facing ongoing threats that put her children at risk.
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e Another man stated that he was forced to leave Honduras after MS-13 murdered his mother and

threatened his life.

Thirty-five percent of all survey respondents who reported violence were fleeing violence from state
actors, including 60% of all Nicaraguan respondents. Separately, 34% of women who reported violence

as a factor (and fully 22% of allwomen who responded to the survey) were fleeing gender-based violence.

Discrimination

Of the 20% of respondents who mentioned discrimination as a reason for migration...

What kind of discrimination? How many types of discrimination reported?

# People 10

3
2

Other Ethnic/racial Sexual orientation
or gender identity

O 4 N WA O N ® O

Twenty percent of all survey respondents reported discrimination as a cause of their migration. Of these,
three individuals (including one indigenous Guatemalan woman) specified that they faced ethnic or racial
discrimination, and two individuals (including one transgender Guatemalan individual) indicated

discrimination based on sexual orientation or gender identity.

All other respondents reported experiencing “other” forms of discrimination. Within this category, three
respondents (from El Salvador and Honduras) reported discrimination “por pobre,” or based on poverty or
economic status. Four Nicaraguan respondents reported discrimination “por opositor,” or for not
belonging to the Sandinista party, which the research team interprets as likely persecution on the basis of

political opinion.

Other respondents who indicated discrimination described other forms of targeted persecution, including
a Salvadoran man discriminated against “for my tattoos;” a Guatemalan man who said he had been
targeted for assassination by the Barrio 18 gang; and another Guatemalan man who was targeted “for
refusing to work with drug traffickers.” These responses likewise appear to be better characterized as

likely persecution based on political opinion or membership in a particular social group.
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Poverty

Of the 45% of respondents who mentioned lack of means of subsistence (medios de vida)
as a reason for migration...

What kind of lack of livelihoods? How many impacts reported?

# People 18 20

40
35

20 4 16

15 1

10 1

5 4

ol
Hunger/lack of Lack of potable water Loss or lack of
sufficient food housing

Of the nearly half of respondents who cited lack of means of subsistence as a factor influencing their
decision to migrate, 90% of these specifically cited hunger and food insecurity. An additional 54% of

these respondents specified lack of access to potable water. And 41% of these respondents indicated

lack of housing as a factor.

Notably, while only 45% of respondents identified lack of livelihoods as a driver of their decision to
migrate, more than three-quarters of all survey respondents (including 88% of women and 59% of men)

reported separately that they or someone in their household had worried about not having enough to eat

in the year prior to leaving their home country, reflecting widespread food insecurity among respondents.

In the last year before leaving
your country, did you or someone
in your household worry about
not having enough food to eat for
lack of money or resources?

Yes - 76%

Perceptions of Legal Pathways

Respondents came from diverse places of origin, and one-third reported having lived somewhere other

than their country of origin in the last five years. This included people displaced within Central America
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(e.g. Nicaraguans living in Costa Rica), recent deportees from the US, and many who lived for some period

in different parts of Mexico.

San Pld!ln Sula
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Costa Calbe Norte
‘e

Frequency
8

Distribution of Places of Origin Escuina
of Interviewed Individuals

6
h
2

Costa Caribe

When surveyed in 2024, most respondents (71%) said they applied or planned to apply for asylum in the

United States. A smaller number (41%) intended to seek asylum in Mexico.

Have you applied or do you intend to apply for Do you believe that in Mexico, people who had to
asylum (protection before COMAR) in Mexico? leave their countries due to a "natural disaster"
can obtain a migration document?
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Respondents were also asked whether they believed natural disasters could serve as a basis for obtaining
immigration status. In Mexico, about a third (31%) believed there was no such pathway, while 24% were
unsure. Just under half (44%) believed it was possible.®® Responses were similar for the U.S., with 29%

saying natural disasters are not grounds for status, 25% unsure, and 45% believing it was possible.
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Discussion

The survey findings offer insight into the experiences of Central American migrants transiting through
Mexico and help illuminate how climate-related harms interact with other drivers of displacement.
Notably, 80 percent of respondents reported experiencing at least one significant climate event before
migrating, and many identified those events as contributing to their decision to leave. At the same time,
none described climate factors as the sole reason for migration. Instead, the findings underscore that

migration is inherently multicausal.

Respondents consistently described how climate-related shocks—such as crop loss, environmental
degradation, and health impacts—intensified preexisting conditions of violence, insecurity,
discrimination, and economic precarity. Threats from both state and non-state actors, including
organized crime, remained central to many migration decisions. These findings reinforce the continued
relevance of refugee protection frameworks and attention to state violence in Central America. They also
highlight how climate change increasingly intersects with violence, land inequality, and weak state

responses to exacerbate displacement.

This section synthesizes survey data, desk research, and key informant interviews to examine how these
overlapping drivers shaped respondents’ journeys, situating individual accounts within structural
patterns of inequality, insecurity, and environmental harm across the study countries. It also addresses

migrants’ perceptions of protection and their intentions as they navigate Mexico’s immigration system.

The analysis also considers how these findings can inform Mexico’s legal and policy responses. For
adjudicators, advocates, civil society organizations, and international actors, the survey responses offer
insight into how climate factors contribute to rights violations and exposure to harm—and how these
dynamics might be more effectively recognized within existing protection frameworks. Finally, while the
findings largely align with existing research on climate and migration, they also point to methodological

challenges and areas where further study is needed.
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Climate Change and Structural Drivers of
Migration in Central America

Understanding climate-related migration from Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua requires
situating it within long-standing conditions of inequality, exclusion, violence, and weak rule of law. These
countries have experienced high rates of migration over multiple generations, first driven by civil wars,
military rule, and, in some cases, genocide, and more recently by persistent insecurity and economic
hardship. Against this backdrop, the growing impacts of climate change do not operate in isolation; they

intensify existing pressures that are already pushing people to leave their homes.

The survey findings are placed in the context of scientific research and reporting that examine how
climate change intersects with environmental degradation and poverty; land inequality, structural
discrimination, and struggles over environmental defense; violence by state actors and organized crime;
health and access to healthcare; gendered vulnerabilities; and limited government capacity to respond to
climate impacts. Together, these factors help explain how climate impacts compound other drivers of

displacement across the region.

Environmental Degradation, Crop Failure, and Poverty

Survey respondents described how environmental changes are already affecting their livelihoods, as
heat, drought, and storms lower crop yields, “burn” harvests, damage crop land, and affect cash crop
viability, including bananas and citrus fruits. These accounts align with scientific research showing that
droughts and rainfall variability in the Dry Corridor are already disrupting agricultural production,*

including four of the region’s staple crops: maize, beans, coffee, and sugarcane.®®

One key reason that northern Central America and Nicaragua are particularly vulnerable to climate
impacts, beyond geography, is the high proportion of people who depend on agriculture for survival.®®
Survey responses illustrated how both individuals who work their own land and those who perform wage
agricultural labor are affected by lost work, linked to drought, storm damage, changing growing seasons,
and other impacts. Several respondents explained that they had left agricultural work altogether in recent

years, shifting to wage labor or self-employment as harvests declined.

Declining agricultural productivity contributes to falling incomes and rising food prices, whichin turn
affect entire communities. Inflation was cited by multiple survey respondents as a reason for migration, >’
with several describing how storms, heat waves, and other climate events drive up food prices, squeezing

food sellers and shop owners, and deepening hardship even in urban areas.*® A suite of impacts linked to
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climate change, including rising sea levels and warming waters, is also reshaping traditional livelihoods

such as fishing, placing coastal communities at heightened risk of displacement.>®

Out-migration from rural areas can further weaken communities by reducing the labor force, deepening
poverty and increasing reliance on remittances.® The UN Special Rapporteur on Climate Change has
documented communities in Honduras’s Dry Corridor where most residents have already emigrated,
leaving only the elderly behind.®' Key informants emphasized that those who are able to migrate are often
not the most vulnerable in their communities. Migration requires some financial resources to make the
journey possible, while the poorest may become “trapped,” unable even to relocate locally.®> Gender,
disability, lack of social networks and other structural inequalities can also increase the risk of being

trapped in place.®®

Land Inequality, Structural Discrimination, and Environmental
Defense

Across Central America, longstanding systems of inequality and discrimination, particularly against
indigenous and Afro-descendant groups, intensify vulnerabilities to climate harms. These communities
often have fewer resources to absorb the material and financial consequences of climate events and face
exclusion from government services and humanitarian aid. Insecure or absent land titles place families
and communities at risk of displacement, while also limiting access to recovery programs, subsidies, and

climate response initiatives.

Land tenure insecurity is deeply rooted in colonial histories of dispossession and ongoing
marginalization. As climate impacts reduce crop yields, tenant farmers may struggle to pay rent on and
invest in the quality of their land.®* A failed crop can leave renters indebted, trapping them in a cycle of
dependency and financial insecurity.®® Weak infrastructure and limited state presence can further

exacerbate conflict within and between communities and other actors over land and water resources.®®

Indigenous, Afro-descendant, and campesino communities also face threats from extractive industries
and large-scale monoculture projects; frequently, state failure to protect land rights exacerbates these
conflicts.®”” Land and environmental defenders are routinely targeted with violence across the study
countries, and Latin America remains the most dangerous region in the world for this work.® The survey

reached two indigenous respondents who reported fleeing due to efforts to push them off their land.

In all four study countries, environmental degradation and deforestation—frequently associated with land

grabbing—both worsen climate impacts and fuel displacement.®® The role of state policy, or state
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omission, in fostering environmental degradation may be a dynamic that puts communities at risk of
displacement and exacerbates the impacts of climate change. For example, in Central America,
deforestation is largely driven by illegal logging, cattle ranching, drug trafficking, and land grabbing, often
enabled by government inaction or corruption.’® Research has documented how criminal networks

convert public lands and Indigenous territories into large private holdings.”

Likewise, state policies that favor extractive industries, agribusiness, and megaprojects have contributed
to pollution, deforestation, dispossession —especially of indigenous communities’>—, and biodiversity
loss,”® placing land and environmental defenders on the front lines of violence.” Reducing climate
vulnerability therefore requires confronting corruption, organized crime, and exclusionary development
models that displace families and communities who defend their lands, forests, and rivers from

encroachment.

Insecurity and Violence by State Actors and Organized Crime

Survey respondents repeatedly described climate impacts alongside direct threats or acts of violence. In
Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala, these threats most often came from gangs and organized crime.
In the case of Nicaragua, multiple respondents described political persecution by the Sandinista party

apparatus in addition to climate-related harms.

Some respondents named climate and violence separately— for example, family homes destroyed by
flooding during Hurricanes Eta and lota in addition to extortion and persecution—which may be
consistent with a reading that cumulative pressures made continued life in their communities untenable.
However, these responses may also be consistent with a more direct, causal interaction: for example, in
countries where post-disaster displacement and precarity created openings for criminal groups to
reassert territorial control, targeting residents for extortion and violence.”® In an interview, Mexico’s
Refugee Commission (COMAR) confirmed that it has recognized at least one refugee status claim from
Honduras involving post-hurricane displacement that exposed the applicant to a situation of generalized
violence.”® Similarly, one Salvadoran respondent related that she left agricultural work due to decreased

harvests to establish a corner store, but was later forced to flee her country due to gang extortion.

These dynamics of climate aggravating existing situations of violence remain largely absent from much of
the academic literature on climate migration, which often focuses on climate as a driver of local conflict

due to growing resource scarcity.”” However, in Central America, climate impacts unfold amid chronic
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insecurity, discrimination, corruption, state inaction, and weak rule of law— conditions that already have

pushed hundreds of thousands to migrate just in the last decade.”®

The relationship between new climate shocks and preexisting dynamics of violence, insecurity, and
exclusion is emergent in accounts from Central America, including from survey respondents, key
informants, and other sources reviewed. Human rights bodies like Inter-American Commission on
Human Rights (IACHR) have documented how climate impacts increase vulnerability to violence by
deepening poverty, exacerbating political instability, and limiting access to protection.”® Following
Hurricanes Eta and lota in 2020, people displaced by flooding found themselves unable to return to their
homes due to threats of violence from criminal groups, according to UNHCR and COMAR.® Communities
identify that climate-related loss of livelihoods may be a factor pushing young people toward gang
involvement and illicit activities.®” And across the region, phenomena like deforestation and extractive
activities that cause environmental degradation both intensify the impacts of climate change®* and fuel
conflict that drives individuals and communities from their homes.® This study underscores the need to
examine climate change as a force that magnifies existing systems of violence and exclusion, driving

migration.

Health Impacts of Climate Events
Respondents reported serious health consequences linked to climate events, including infectious

disease, respiratory problems, and heat-related illnesses.

The most frequently cited impacts were dengue, zika, and gastrointestinalillnesses, often associated
with standing and polluted water following storms. Vector-borne illnesses, such as malaria and dengue,
have also surged in Central America due to deforestation, which creates breeding conditions for
mosquitos.® Others described asthma and respiratory problems linked to widespread wildfires,

particularly in rural areas of Honduras and Guatemala.®?®

Weak healthcare infrastructure, poverty, and intensifying climate events compound existing health
inequities. Already under-resourced health systems struggle to respond to rising food insecurity, water
scarcity, and infectious diseases that emerge or worsen due to environmental degradation and/or natural
disasters.® Poor health infrastructure is not just a fact of living in a low-income country: in both
Guatemala and Honduras in recent years, justice institutions have prosecuted massive government fraud

on state health agencies and in pandemic procurement that led to delays, illness, and death for citizens
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who could not access healthcare as a result.®” Indeed, two survey respondents cited inability to access

healthcare for chronic conditions in their home countries as their principal reason for migration.

Displacement itself is the primary risk factor for communicable diseases during and after natural
disasters.®® Climate shocks can also interrupt care for long-term health needs, increase health inequities,

and impact child development over years and decades.®®

Gendered Impacts of Climate Change and Migration

Survey responses indicate that women disproportionately absorb the social and care burdens of climate
impacts. Women were far more likely to report caring for sick and elderly family members, collecting
water and food, and providing emotional support following climate events. The disparity was especially
pronounced among female heads of household. Women also more frequently reported lost work, food
and water insecurity, crop damage, and isolation, though the limited sample prevents definitive

conclusions about this result.

Existing research shows that climate change often deepens gender inequality by further reducing
women’s access to land, credit, training and decision-making power.?° For example, in Guatemala, about
85 percent of titles to agricultural land are owned by men; when men migrate, women are often unable to
access programs that provide payments for ecological services or post-disaster recovery assistance.®’
This dynamic increases hardship for women and may be a factor that contributes to subsequent

decisions to migrate.

Climate change also increases risks of sexual and gender-based violence. Increasing droughts and
deforestation may require women and girls, traditionally responsible for gathering water, to travel longer
distances, taking them out of school and exposing them to greater risks of violence.®? According to a key
informant, in rural Guatemala, when husbands migrate due to the impacts of climate change on
subsistence farming, wives may be perceived as “lacking men in their lives,” leaving them vulnerable to
attacks.® Natural disasters may increase gender-based violence, as displacement and separation of
family members, loss of family assets and income, and the chaos and lack of public safety in the early

stages of a disaster all contribute to fewer protections and greater impunity for gender-based violence.®*
State Inaction as a Contributing Factor to Displacement

Effective government response following climate events, including hurricanes and storms but also

slower-onset disasters like droughts, is critical to preventing displacement. Governments are obligated to
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prevent displacement,® and failure to ensure adequate humanitarian aid and support for rebuilding is a
key factor in displacement.®® This is particularly the case in situations of fragility, where communities are
already affected by insecurity, poverty, organized crime, corruption, and land grabbing, all of which drive

people to flee the study countries and are exacerbated by the impacts of climate change.

Only a quarter of survey respondents who were affected by climate events reported receiving any form of
government aid. Respondents most frequently identified having received food assistance, generally on a
single occasion.®” Meanwhile, respondents rarely reported having received any support for rebuilding,

evacuation, reestablishing road access and/or telecommunications, or medical needs.

Many respondents spontaneously expressed frustration with how aid was distributed, citing corruption,
favoritism, or lack of government follow-through. The impacts of systemic corruption, institutional
weakness, and exclusion are frequently palpable following natural disasters. In many documented cases,
disaster relief funds and international aid have been mismanaged or siphoned off by government officials,
eroding public trust and leaving the most vulnerable communities without support.® Failure to ensure
disaster aid may also be intentional: in Nicaragua in recent years, disaster aid has reportedly been

withheld on the basis of political affiliation, a form of political persecution.®®

Migrants’ Immigration Intentions and Perceptions

At the time of the survey, over 70% of respondents intended to seek asylum in the United States, primarily
through the CBP One appointment system. Migrants often waited for weeks or months in Mexico City, at

that time the furthest point south at which migrants could request a CBP One appointment.

About 30% of respondents believed natural disasters could provide a basis for legal status in both Mexico
and the United States, while most were unsure or believed they could not. This lack of information is
consistent with studies that indicate that migrants make migration decisions in a stepwise manner, based
on the information available to them at different points on the route.'® It is also consistent with the reality
that most people transiting through Mexico have limited access to accurate information about
immigration alternatives, despite important initiatives by civil society and international organizations to

address this in recent years.

In practice, moreover, the answer in both countries is conditional. Temporary Protected Status in the U.S.

101

depends on a discretionary and backward-looking designation,'" while humanitarian visas in Mexico
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existin law but are rarely implemented, as discussed below. Mexico’s refugee law framework also holds

promise for responding to climate-related displacement, though it remains underutilized.

Implications for Mexico’s Law and Policy
Responses

Survey respondents shared how climate impacts deepen poverty, heighten exposure to violence and
persecution, and undermine access to basic rights, including health, housing, clean water, and food.
These impacts often place migrants’ lives and personal integrity at risk, driving decisions to migrate. This
raises a key question for Mexico’s immigration and asylum system: how can climate-related
vulnerabilities be made visible, assessed, and legally recognized to ensure access to protection for those

who need it?

Mexico operates a dual system of protection and migration control. The Mexican Commission for Refugee
Assistance (COMAR) adjudicates asylum and complementary protection claims, while the National
Migration Institute (INM) oversees immigration enforcement and humanitarian and temporary visas.
Although Mexico’s legal framework provides comparatively broad avenues for protection, these pathways

operate within a policy environment that prioritizes migration enforcement over access to rights.

This section examines how climate-related displacement fits within Mexico’s existing legal framework and
policy context and outlines opportunities to strengthen protection based on survey findings and
recommendations made by key informants. It first addresses refugee adjudication and structural barriers
within the enforcement-focused migration system. It then turns to humanitarian and temporary pathways

that can also provide legal status.

Protection Pathways in Mexico

Mexico’s immigration and refugee laws were reformed in 2011. Today, the refugee law fully incorporates

102 103

the 1951 Convention definition'®* and the expanded Cartagena Declaration definition, '™ alongside strong
complementary and diplomatic asylum protections.' The Migration Law also establishes multiple
humanitarian and temporary statuses that are facially relevant to people displaced by climate-related

harms, discussed below.

Asylum claims in Mexico have grown exponentially in the past decade. Between 2016 and 2024, asylum

applications rose from under 10,000 to roughly 80,000 per year, peaking above 140,000 in 2023."°° Over
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the same period, migrant detentions also increased substantially, reaching nearly one million in 2024.%
Honduras remained the largest asylum-seeking nationality in 2024."” The growing demand on Mexico’s
immigration and asylum systems makes effective access to protection procedures and timely, high-

quality adjudication, priorities.

While Mexico’s legal framework creates pathways for migrants in need of international and humanitarian
protections, a key challenge is that access and implementation are constrained by enforcement and

limited institutional capacity.

A Migration Policy that Prioritizes Detention and Deportation Over
Access to Protection

Even with strong laws in effect, access to protection is shaped by enforcement. Key informants described
an overarching policy environment that prioritizes containment—seeking to limit movement within Mexico
and prevent people from traveling northward—, detention, and deportation, often in alignment with U.S.
border externalization strategies.' This environment constrains access to protection for all migrants,

including those displaced by climate-related harms.

Fifteen years after the enactment of the Law on Refugees, advocates continue to raise serious concerns

% and about the practical

about COMAR’s capacity to deliver timely, well-reasoned decisions
accessibility of the process.® COMAR has also been chronically underfunded, especially when
compared with resources allocated to immigration enforcement, even as applications have increased
dramatically.’" Advocates in Mexico have won significant reforms to restrictive provisions of the migration
laws, though they continue to fight for implementation,’'? and contest other laws.""® However, migrants

seeking international protection and regular migration status in Mexico face many challenges that are not

a product of defective laws, but weak or absent implementation that permits arbitrary enforcement.

Migration enforcement in Mexico is also increasingly militarized,"* and has become increasingly arbitrary
in recent years, using methods and procedures not regulated by law, such as “busing” of migrants from
north to south.® The unstable international funding environment for COMAR, UNHCR, and civil society
organizations will also affect protection for climate-displaced migrants in Mexico."® This overarching
policy favoring detention and deportation has been consistent over more than a decade of governance by
parties of all political stripes in both Mexico and the US, and represents the backdrop against which
apparent advances in the legal environment for migration and asylum-seeking in Mexico must be

measured.
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Improving Refugee Adjudication for Climate-Displaced Individuals
Within this challenging environment, key informants—including legal service providers, humanitarian
groups, UNHCR, and COMAR officials—identified concrete steps to improve how existing standards are

applied when climate harms intersect with violence, poverty, discrimination, and weak state protection.

In brief, COMAR and INM should strengthen data practices and implement measures that support
consistent application of the law in both refugee and humanitarian decisions. They should also develop
clear internal guidance—including training, precedential decisions where appropriate, and updated
analytical tools—that helps adjudicators recognize how climate change can contribute to threats to life

and integrity.

Identification and Registration of Cases

A recurring recommendation from civil society, international organizations, and governments is to
improve the quality of data on climate-related displacement.'"” Mexico is well-positioned to improve
official statistics by capturing climate-related factors in the COMAR process. In its statistics on the bases
of claims for international protection—both at initial registration and at final decision—COMAR should

include climate-related harms as a factor assessed in the case.’®

Given that a finding of this study—supported, among others, by the interviews with COMAR—is that it is
difficult to evaluate climate as a factor or reason for migration without a detailed engagement with an
individual’s story, COMAR should pay particular attention to discrepancies that are likely to arise in
reported statistics at the registration stage (based on a five-minute interaction) and the resolution stage
(following written proceedings and an oralinterview). It should use that analysis to improve interviewing

practices and adjudication tools, in dialogue with civil society and UNHCR.

Uses of Objective Country of Origin Information

A key point at which adjudicators can integrate analysis of climate factors is objective Country of Origin
Information (COI). In asylum adjudication, an individual’s narrative of the factual bases of their
international protection claim—the persecution suffered or feared—is considered alongside “objective
country of origin information” to aid the adjudicator to place the individual’s story in a country context

that can help to establish the credibility of the allegations, severity of risk, and other aspects of the claim.

In Mexico, COl is produced by the Foreign Ministry (Secretaria de Relaciones Exteriores) and
supplemented by reports from COMAR’s internal COI unit on the most common asylum-seeking

nationalities."'® Key informants suggested that COl reports should systematically include information on
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climate-related conditions that affect the rights to life and integrity, such as storm impacts on housing
and potable water, drought effects on subsistence farming and groundwater, disease outbreaks linked to
floods, recorded sea levelrise, and the adequacy of state response. This can help adjudicators evaluate
both the seriousness of harm and the likelihood of future risk to fundamental rights that may entitle the

individual to protection in Mexico.

Moreover, COMAR should consider obtaining expert scientific input regarding the climate impacts that
are scientifically likely to worsen absent significant global or national-level mitigation or adaption
measures (for example, regarding the advance of sea level rise, or changes in crop growing zones due to
rising temperatures). This can inform assessments of “reasonable foreseeability” of climate-related

threats to life and integrity.

Analysis of Refugee Claims Under the Cartagena Declaration and Complementary
Protection

A growing body of work examines how refugee law can apply to climate-related displacement.’ This
section does not replicate that literature (see Annex Il), but highlights how climate harms may be relevant

121

to Mexico’s existing standards, including the 1951 refugee definition, the Cartagena definition, ' and

Complementary Protection.

Climate factors may be especially relevant under the Cartagena refugee definition—where a person’s life
safety, or freedom is threatened by generalized violence, massive human rights violations, or other
circumstances that seriously disturb public order (among others)—and under Complementary
Protection, where return would threaten life or expose a person to torture or cruel, inhuman, or degrading

treatment.

Both survey respondents and key informants demonstrated how a single case might establish eligibility
for multiple forms of protection. In practice, asylum adjudicators must assess whether climate-related
harms—alone or in combination with violence and weak state protection—place an individual’s life or
integrity at risk, and whether the state can and will provide effective protection from these dangers. A
severe storm that destroys housing and disrupts access to clean water, sanitation, and food may
contribute to—though it may not, on its own, be sufficient to constitute—“circumstances disturbing the
public order.” In some cases, those same facts may also support a Complementary Protection claim
based on threats to life or integrity. In these cases, Mexico must evaluate eligibility for and grant refugee

status where warranted, before evaluating Complementary Protection.’
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In Mexico, the most meaningful practical difference between recognition as a refugee under the 1951 or
Cartagena definition, and a grant of Complementary Protection, is that recognition as a refugee grants
additional rights. Whereas recognition as a refugee entitles an individual to permanent residence and
family reunification, a grant of Complementary Protection does not entitle the individual to seek family
reunification.'® Similarly, individuals recognized as refugees are exempt from some requirements for
naturalization (e.g. apostilles), whereas those with Complementary Protection are not, making the
naturalization process somewhat more cumbersome and costly. The Inter-American Court has
determined that States are obligated “to grant international protection when the person qualifies for it,
either under the criteria of the traditional definition or the expanded Cartagena definition.” ' Where an
asylum-seeker meets the Cartagena definition, COMAR should grant refugee status under this legal

provision, rather than Complementary Protection.

At the same time, if Complementary Protection is to function as a meaningful tool for protection in
climate-related cases, lawmakers and advocates should consider reforms that strengthen the rights

attached to Complementary Protection, particularly family unity.

Improving Access to Humanitarian Statuses and Ensuring Local
Integration

Not all people displaced —or in danger of displacement— by the impacts of climate change will be
eligible for international protection. Moreover, there are compelling reasons to expand other pathways to
legal status for climate displacement. From the viewpoint of states, these include procedural economy
and an interest in reaping the economic, social, and other benefits of labor, educational, familial, and
other migration. From the viewpoint of individuals, these include empowerment to relocate proactively
well in advance of climate disasters, avoiding loss, damage, and danger, and the ability to plan ahead to

pursue life plans and projects.

Mexico’s law currently establishes several categories of temporary protection for climate-related reasons,
which could be better-employed to ensure access to migration status. INM should develop clear,
affirmative internal guidelines to ensure regular and foreseeable adjudication of these statuses, and

ensure that the law is enforced and applied.

Temporary Protections
Mexico’s Migration Law includes a temporary humanitarian status designed to respond to situations of

heightened vulnerability, including climate-related harm. This status—a one-year, renewable protection
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known as the tarjeta de visitante por razones humanitarias (TVRH)—permits works authorization and free
movement within the country, though it does not provide a pathway to permanent residence.’® It may be
granted when a person’s vulnerability makes deportation difficult orimpossible, including where their “life

or integrity is at risk due to violence or natural disaster.”'?

In practice, however, this provision is rarely applied and lacks clear eligibility criteria, leading to arbitrary
denials.'®® To operationalize this protection, INM should issue internal guidance (such as a circular or
lineamientos internos) clarifying evidentiary standards and decision-making criteria for disaster- and

climate-related cases.

Additional temporary entry options also exist under Mexico’s Migration Law Regulations but remain
underused. These regulations authorize short-term entry visas—for up to 180 days —when a person’s life
is in danger due to violence or natural disaster.'®® Yet this tool has been rarely deployed. Information
obtained by IMUMI in 2024 indicates that between 2012 to 2023, only 143 visas were issued under all
subsections of the relevant provision, with just eight granted to nationals of northern Central America.'®

This gap points to a concrete opportunity to expand lawful entry pathways in response to sudden-onset

climate disasters.

Work Authorization and Access to Rights

Climate-related displacement will increasingly require durable solutions for people displaced across
borders. Traditionally, these include voluntary return, local integration in country of destination, or
resettlement in a third country.' For local integration to function as a genuine and rights-compliant
solution, states must ensure non-discriminatory access to core rights, including employment, social
security, healthcare, education, and banking services.'? Equally important is the protection of family
unity and the best interests of children, including through effective and accessible family reunification
processes.'® Without these safeguards, temporary or humanitarian statuses risk becoming precarious
stopgaps rather than stable solutions. Strengthening access to rights is therefore essential to ensuring
that migration pathways—whether refugee-based or humanitarian—offer meaningful protection for

people displaced by climate-related harm.

Improving Interview Processes to Detect and Analyze Climate-
Related Displacement

Arecurring challenge in migration research is that the way questions are asked can shape the answers

migrants give. This dilemma is captured in the saying, “la duefia de la pregunta es la duefia de la
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respuesta” (“the master of the question is the master of the answer”). In practice, interviewers’
assumptions and priorities can condition how migrants tell their stories and may subtly suggest what kind
of response is expected. ' All key informants interviewed expressed that this is a particular problem in
understanding climate migration, as lawyers, humanitarian workers, and researchers, accustomed to
asking questions about violence designed to evaluate eligibility for refugee or other humanitarian status,
fail to ask questions about climate, leaving the impacts of climate change on migration decisions
“invisible.”*® Several also mentioned that it is especially difficult to reliably elicit information about

climate as a cause of migration within a brief, intake-type interaction.

This study demonstrates that asking targeted questions can elicit relevant information about the links
between climate impacts and migration even during a brief conversation, but interviewers should always
be attentive to question design and terminology. The survey instrument was designed to elicit information
about the role that respondents perceive climate to play in their decision to migrate through multiple
open-ended and closed questions. The disparities in responses to similar questions, though small,
suggest that the phrasing of the question may influence the answer.’*® This was so even as the
respondents’ own open-ended answers vividly described climate’s often slow role in worsening job
prospects, disrupting food systems, destroying property, harming health, and intensifying individual
vulnerabilities to persecution. This provides additional context to consider how respondents may assess
and articulate their own migration stories differently, even over the course of a single interaction.

Likewise, use of unfamiliar terminology can influence responses.’™’

However, this study suggests that there is no substitute for detailed conversations to understand the
causes of individuals’ journeys, including the role of climate impacts. The survey also showed that even
respondents who articulated clear climate-related causes of migration, such as crop damage and failing
harvests due to changing climate patterns and extreme weather, frequently explained to the survey team
that they were “seeking better opportunities” or migrating “to help the family” —answers that might easily
be misinterpreted as purely “economic” migration. The survey questions also could not reveal the
narrative relationship between some reported events (e.g. having been impacted by a hurricane and
having experienced persecution by organized crime). While targeted questions about climate can help to
elicit relevant information, more detailed conversations to understand the specific role of climate in an
individual’s migration story and move beyond apparent causes linked to poverty, economic necessity, and

family reunification are necessary for immigration representation.
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Conclusion and Recommendations

This report has examined, through survey data, desk research, and key informant interviews, how the
impacts of climate change are driving migration from Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, and Nicaragua.
The study found no cases, either in the survey population or in the literature, of people being driven to flee
their countries solely due to the impacts of climate change. Rather, it showed that environmental
conditions constantly intersected with and exacerbated other, generally preexisting, situations of

violence, poverty, or discrimination.

Recognizing the role of climate as an additional factor that can drive cross-border migration offers great
analytical power both in examining the forced nature of movement and the role of government action or
inaction in placing life and limb at risk. The changing climate is placing additional stress on individuals,
households, and communities who become food insecure, un- or underemployed, homeless, or unable
to access potable water. Women, children, the elderly, and campesino, indigenous and Afro-descendant
communities are differentially affected by these impacts. These privations can be life-threatening,
especially where governments are unable or unwilling to act. Respondents explained how failing harvests,
rising food prices, home destruction caused by hurricanes and floods, and other impacts contributed to
their decision to migrate. Understanding how climate events can affect access to basic rights like food,

water, housing, and health should impact assessments of the voluntariness of movement.

Respondents also outlined the role of violence and persecution in driving them to migrate, including
persecution by gangs, organized crime, and the governing party in Nicaragua. For some, losing agricultural
work led them to seek other work, leaving them more vulnerable to extortion. Others were directly
threatened by organized crime for their resistance to land dispossession. Often, organized criminal
groups depend on state inaction, or complicity, to carry out their activities. This study highlighted the links
between drug trafficking, deforestation, and corruption in driving both environmental degradation and
violence that force individuals and families to flee their homes. Similarly, organized crime groups may
follow the maxim “never let a good crisis go to waste,” using the aftermath of natural disasters to increase
territorial control. These dynamics demonstrate links between growing economic precarity and exposure
to extreme violence, on one hand, and government failure to protect its population from these threats, on

the other. The resultis increasing risk of displacement.

These kinds of situated, contextualized analyses can improve representation and adjudication of

international protection claims. In Mexico, there is enormous promise to improve the legal analysis of
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refugee and complementary protection claims based on climate factors. Advocates and adjudicators
should be attentive to how climate change and natural disasters contribute to refugee eligibility,
particularly under the Cartagena definition. Creating additional internal guidance and training can
improve equitable and foreseeable adjudication of both refugee status and humanitarian and other
temporary statuses. This is so even as Mexico’s broader policy environment that favors swift detention
and deportation, and lack of robust procedural guarantees for asylum-seekers, limits access for

protection-seekers.

There are many actions that Mexican institutions —principally COMAR and INM— as well as legal services
organizations and UNHCR could take in the short and medium term to improve access to international
protection and regular migration status for people displaced by the impacts of climate change. We make
the following recommendations to actors in Mexico to address migration due to the impacts of climate

change and environmental degradation:

Improve study, data gathering and analysis of
climate migration

To the Mexican government, international organizations, and civil society:

e Carry out studies to evaluate the effects of climate change and natural disasters as causes of
migration. Collaborate with civil society and academia in countries of origin to better understand
climate factors. Identify priority countries and/or regions for study (e.g. the “Dry Corridor;” coastal
regions). Use these studies to formulate legislative and public policy responses, and to inform

litigation and adjudication of individual cases.

To COMAR:
e Improve collection of statistics on climate drivers as an element of refugee claims, both at case
registration and following case resolution. Develop criteria and guidelines for personnel to gather
these statistics, publish them periodically, and periodically review implementation and findings,

in collaboration with UNHCR and civil society, in order to continuously improve this exercise.

e Continue regular dialogue with civil society on climate migration, including through the UNHCR

working group on climate migration.

e Expand proactive transparency by routinely publishing redacted versions of case resolutions,

including on climate migration.
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To UNHCR
e Create and fund a follow-up mechanism for the Chile Action Plan (2024-2034), ensuring
participation of civil society. Ensure that this follow-up mechanism includes a specific working

group or other spaces for dialogue on climate migration and protection.

Combat racism and xenophobia, and ensure an
intersectional approach

To the Mexican government, international organizations, and civil society:
o Identify and develop initiatives for groups with differentiated needs or heightened vulnerabilities
that subject them to the disproportionate impact of climate migration. These groups include
Indigenous populations, Afro-descendant populations, women, children, LGBTQ+ individuals, and

victims of gender and sexual violence.

e Adoptan anti-racist approach to addressing human mobility caused by the effects of climate
change. Reframe existing national discourse and migration policies rooted in racist, xenophobic,

or dehumanizing values and language.

Improve access to international protection for
climate-displaced individuals

Incorporate information about the impacts of climate change into
the asylum process

To the Mexican government:
e Recognize climate change as a cause of migration to and within Mexico, in order to create

specialized laws and public policy to ensure access to services and protection.

To the Ministry of Foreign Relations (SRE):
e Create guidelines for collaboration with countries of origin to request contextual information that

addresses the effects of climate change and natural disasters as causes of migration.
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To SRE and COMAR:

e Incorporate information about climate disasters and the impacts of climate change in Country-of-

Origin Information.

Improve agency capacity to analyze and apply existing law

To COMAR and INM:

e Further professionalize staff and provide training on the causal links between the effects of

climate change and human mobility.

e Develop institutional guidelines and strengthen capacities so that staff are able to ask interview

questions aimed at identifying displacement associated with the effects of climate change.

Consider the impacts of climate change when evaluating eligibility
for refugee protection

To COMAR:
e Include the context of climate-related displacement in the protection analysis framework for

determining refugee status.

e Ensure analysis of refugee eligibility consistent with international standards, including Inter-

American jurisprudence, universal standards, and UNHCR guidance.

e Incorporate analysis of the impacts of climate change into the interpretation of the elements of
the Cartagena Declaration refugee definition. Analyze the role of State action or omission in the
face of impacts of climate change as contributing to circumstances that constitute “massive
violations of human rights,” “circumstances seriously disturbing the public order,” or other

subsections of the definition.

e Given the broad potential applicability of the Cartagena refugee definition to the climate context,
ensure that adjudicator guidelines clearly mandate evaluation under Cartagena before evaluation
of complementary protection, and grant refugee status under the Cartagena definition where

analysis under this definition is met.
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To civil society:

Incorporate questions designed to inquire about the impacts of climate change in intake and case
evaluation processes. Incorporate argumentation about the impacts of climate change into
immigration representation. Consider the impacts of both slow- and sudden-onset climate events
in developing legal arguments regarding eligibility for refugee status, complementary protection,

and other immigration pathways.

Consider the impacts of climate change when evaluating eligibility
for complementary protection

To COMAR:

Include climate factors as circumstances that place life and integrity at risk in the evaluation of
complementary protection claims. When evaluating a complementary protection claim, evaluate
the right to a life with dignity and the right to freedom from torture broadly, in line with Inter-

American and universal system jurisprudence.

Affirm the applicability of the non-refoulement obligation to climate-displaced persons, where
return to their country of origin exposes them to risks to their personal integrity and safety. Grant
complementary protection to climate-displaced persons where the elements of the definition are

met.

Improve access to other pathways to regular
status

To INM:

Develop internal guidelines that interpret the legal provisions for granting humanitarian statuses
related to the adverse effects of natural disasters to ensure regular and foreseeable application of

the law.

Ensure that the humanitarian visitor card (TVRH) is routinely granted to individuals who meet the
criteria established in law and regulation, including asylum-seekers and those impacted by

natural disasters, and not discretionarily or arbitrarily denied.
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To the Executive Branch:
e Incorporate immigration regularization for individuals displaced by the impacts of climate change
into national public policy, such as the National Development Plan and other Interior Ministry

(Secretaria de Gobernacién, SEGOB) programs.

To the Legislative Branch
e Ensure adequate funding for COMAR to ensure effective access to asylum and timely, high-quality

case resolution.
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Annex 1: Climate Conditions in
Study Countries

This annex surveys how climate conditions intersect with the existing social, political, and economic
order in ELl Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua to drive migration from each country. It
contextualizes the climate conditions of the Central American isthmus and the “Dry Corridor” that
stretches across the region, before surveying each country. These summaries are intended to highlight
some ways in which the impacts of climate change intersect in each national context with legacies (and
current realities) of authoritarianism, corruption, generalized violence, poverty and inequality, anti-
Indigenous and Afrodescendant discrimination, gender-based discrimination, and other dynamics that

drive migration from each country and may be relevant to analysis of international protection needs.

Note on the “Dry Corridor” and Climate
Conditions in Central America

Central America, a mountainous region located along a tropical isthmus between the Pacific Ocean and
the Caribbean Sea, is highly exposed to the effects of climate change. Increasingly intense hurricanes
and storms, flooding, landslides, sea level rise, erratic rainfall patterns, drought, desertification,
temperature extremes, and wildfires, as well as earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, all pose risks to life

and subsistence for residents of Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, and Nicaragua.'®

The isthmus is vulnerable to destructive hurricanes and tropical storms. In 1998, Hurricane Mitch
devastated Honduras and Nicaragua, causing at least 11,000 deaths and leaving millions homeless and
displaced."™® In 2020, back-to-back hurricanes Eta and lota struck Nicaragua, Honduras, and Guatemala,
affecting over 7.5 million and displacing at least 1.5 million people.’®® Over half of all Hondurans were

affected by floods that year.

The area known as the “Dry Corridor,” which is home to over 10 million people —largely subsistence
farmers— also extends across much of Central America.'*? This region sees erratic rainfall and increasing
drought, and is vulnerable to climate-related disasters due to both geography and “socioeconomic and

institutional weaknesses.”'** An estimated 500,000 people are projected to migrate annually from the Dry
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Corridor by 2030 due to environmental factors, particularly land degradation and the collapse of

agriculture.'
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Map of “Dry Corridor” areas. Source: FAO (2023).

In this region, hurricanes and tropical storms frequently flood agricultural lands, while desertification
depletes the ability of soils to regenerate quickly enough to sustain subsistence farming.’® Changes in
temperature and precipitation patterns lead to shifts in growing seasons, disrupting agricultural cycles.*®
These impacts reduce land availability and quality.'” Land damaged by flooding, desertification, and

other impacts may decrease in value, intensifying land disputes and challenges to property rights.*®

Environmental pollution and soil degradation have led to massive reductions in crop yields in drought-
affected areas of the Dry Corridor.' Even the most optimistic projections forecast 20 percent reductions
in maize and bean crop yields by the end of this century.'® Four of five staple crops harvested in this
region —maize, coffee, beans, and sugarcane— are expected to experience reduced yields due to climate

change.' Farmers have adapted in some areas by planting new crops like yucca that are more drought-
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tolerant, though this will represent an enormous cultural loss to communities that have planted corn and
beans since time immemorial: in Maya and other Central American indigenous cosmovisions, the first

humans were created from corn.’®?

More than one million campesino, indigenous, and jornalero families in the Dry Corridor rely on
subsistence farming.'®® About 80 percent of these communities live below the poverty line.'®* Reliance on
rain-fed agriculture, lack of access to modern irrigation systems, and deficient state water management

leaves rural groups particularly vulnerable to the changing climate.'®®

While subsistence farmers represent 60% of all farmers in the region, they own just 6.5% of the growing
surface, much of which is less fertile, subject to poor growing conditions, and low-yield due to a lack of
irrigation.'® Unequal access to high-quality agricultural land is rooted in colonial histories of forced

57 and inequality persists today.'® As a

displacement and dispossession of indigenous communities,
result, campesino and indigenous communities are forced to cultivate in locations that are prone to soil
erosion and degradation. For indigenous and traditional Afrodescendant communities who rely on
communal lands and natural resources, land grabbing, environmental degradation, and poor legal
protection of collective land rights all intersect with the impacts of climate change to threaten indigenous

ways of life."®

Communities in the Dry Corridor thus find themselves caught in a vicious cycle: climate change
increases the need to migrate due to worsening land conditions, yet inhibits capacity to do so by draining

the resources needed to migrate.'®

El Salvador

In El Salvador, government policies that sanction the overuse and exploitation of natural resources, and
continuing state and organized crime violence under a state of exception in place since 2022, intersect

with the impacts of climate change.

El Salvador, a small country of 6.4 million, has seen high rates of migration since its civil war (1979-
1992)."%" Today, an estimated 25 percent of all people born in El Salvador live abroad, the vast majority in
the United States.'®? In recent decades, increasing gang violence has been met largely with mano dura
policies. In 2015, violence peaked with a murder rate of 103 per 100,000, the highest rate in the world in a

country not at war.'®?
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This rate fell in subsequent years, but has declined markedly since 2019 under the government of Nayib
Bukele. In 2020, his government engaged in truce negotiations with gang leaders;'®* then, in March 2022,
itimposed a state of emergency, suspending constitutional guarantees and detaining over 80,000 people
on suspicion of gang association in inhumane prison conditions—of whom at least 10 percent, according
to Bukele himself, are innocent.'® In 2023, the homicide rate reached an all-time low of 2.4 per

100,000.%

President Bukele has pursued wholesale state reform, winning reelection in 2024 despite the
constitutional ban on reelection, rewriting the constitution to allow fast-track amendment by the party-
controlled legislature, packing high courts with loyal judges, firing the independent attorney general, and
passing criminal law reforms that suspend due process.'®” During the state of emergency, El Salvador’s
prison population has risen to over 105,000, or about 1.7 percent of the population; arbitrary arrests,
abuse of pretrial detention, severe overcrowding, torture, disappearances, and starvation conditions
inside prisons are serious concerns.'®® While crime rates have dropped, citizens may continue to fear

state-sponsored persecution under an increasingly authoritarian regime.

The president has also pursued an aggressive development and foreign investment agenda, buying up
beachfront, building a new airport on environmentally fragile land, and launching a “Bitcoin city.”'®°
People who are internally displaced, including by megaprojects, risk being considered “suspicious”
newcomers (i.e. presumed gang members, gang affiliated or otherwise socially undesirable) by neighbors
or the police, and detained."® Multiple Salvadoran survey respondents indicated that discrimination “por
pobre” (“for being poor”) or “due to my tattoos” was a reason for migration, indicating continuing risks to

people targeted for social cleansing.

In December 2024, the government reversed a 2017 ban on metals mining.””" Bukele’s interest in mining is
part of a broader effort to promote and secure international investment for industries including
cryptocurrency, tourism, and fossil fuel exploration—plans that risk exacerbating forced displacement,
social conflict, economic inequality, and land and water shortages.'”? The government has aggressively
criminalized high-profile anti-mining activists working to protect the Lempa River—the country’s largest
river and main water source—from pollution caused by open-pit mining."”® The IACHR has denounced
criminalization and murders of environmental defenders in the country who seek to protect water
sources; contest logging, urbanization of water recharge areas, and pollution; and maintain community

water management boards.”*
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Despite President Bukele’s high-profile investments in cryptocurrency and other industries, poverty in El
Salvador has increased;"® additional cuts to social services are likely to exacerbate this situation.”®
Increasing poverty creates additional pressure to migrate; more than 1 in 4 Salvadorans live in a

household receiving remittances.’”’

As climate variability affects agricultural yields and the cost of land and agricultural inputs rises,
campesinos may decide to migrate internationally given limited economic opportunities in EL Salvador’s
cities.® Most campesinos’ plots average just 1.2 hectares, and are disproportionately affected by
drought as only 1.4 percent of El Salvador’s land is irrigated."”® Land tenure insecurity has increased
rapidly in some areas; in Ahuachapan Department, the number of farmers who rented land to grow crops
nearly tripled from 2007 to 2017."%° Water scarcity associated with drought is aggravated by extractive

mining practices and agrochemicals, which consume water and contaminate the water supply.'®’

According to the World Bank, weather-related events and other hazards cause annual losses of around
2.5 percent of GDP."®? Insufficient government support following natural disasters can lead to
displacement in the short, medium, and long term. One recent IDB paper finds that heat waves
significantly decrease corn production and are strongly correlated with out-migration.'®® El Salvador has
experienced three severe droughts in the past decade, in 2012, 2014-2015, and 2018. Droughts and rising

temperatures “are driving incomes lower but pushing food insecurity and migration higher.” '8

Guatemala

Guatemala’s modern history has been marked by conflict, authoritarianism, and insecurity; today,
climate change intersects with the impacts of extractive projects, organized crime, drug trafficking, and

continued anti-indigenous discrimination to drive migration.

Following the 1954 CIA-backed military coup, armed resistance to the government led to civil war and
genocide of some Maya indigenous communities (1960-1996)."%® Since that time and throughout the
2010s, high inequality and threats from organized crime have pushed individuals to flee, while a series of
high-level corruption scandals revealed how systemic corruption deprives ordinary Guatemalans of an
adequate standard of living, from decent healthcare to safe roads and infrastructure.'®® This led to
backlash and a full-scale assault on anticorruption efforts in the country by economic and political elites;

today, journalists, anti-corruption prosecutors, judges, and human rights defenders face criminal charges
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and exile.”® This persecution by other branches has continued even under the presidency of left-leaning

Bernardo Arévalo."®

While the 1996 Peace Accords marked the end of the civil war, many of its promises, including land
reform, have never been implemented.'®® Guatemala’s population is about 44 percent indigenous and has
been systematically marginalized since the colonial era, restricting communities’ access to land,
resources, and political representation.’ While one percent of Guatemalans own 40 percent of the

nation’s wealth, 59 percent live in poverty.'™’

Today, climate change disproportionately impacts indigenous and campesino rural populations as falling
yields and the increasing threat of crop failure,'®? coupled with insecure land tenure, short-term leasing,
and the low agricultural minimum wage have compounded high rates of poverty and food insecurity. '
Studies indicate that communities recognize “concentration of land for industrial agriculture and cattle
ranching” as an important source of conflict, as “limited availability of land and insecure land tenure”

increase social and economic stress.'®

Communities have received little state aid following climate disasters, including flooding caused by
hurricanes Eta and lota."®® During the record 2024 fire season, communities depended on remittances

where state firefighting services did not reach rural and indigenous communities.®

Organized crime also affects both land tenure and security of communities. The expansion of drug
trafficking in Petén and across northern Guatemala—much of which is protected national forest and
indigenous land—has caused violent displacement and eviction of campesinos and indigenous
communities and transfer of deforested lands to private ownership.'®” Across the country, communities
are displaced “by extractive projects and monocultures,” and state failure to protect land rights facilitates
conflict and violent displacement.’®® Large-scale agro-industrial, mining, energy, forestry, urban
development, and tourism projects, are also a key driver of evictions and internal displacement of rural

communities in Guatemala.’®

Honduras

Today, the impacts of climate change in Honduras increase precarity and intersect with phenomena like

megaprojects, gang violence, and drug trafficking to contribute to force Hondurans to flee.
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In the 1980s, the country experienced military dictatorship, coups d’etat, and U.S. intervention.?%® In 2009,
a military coup led to years of political unrest and repression, as the government declared Honduras
“open for business” and aggressively sought foreign investment, while communities that opposed
extractive projects came under threat.?' In 2012, homicide rates reached 90.4 per 100,000, the highest in

the world, due to gang and other violence;?*? as of 2023, they had declined to 31 per 100,000.2%

Former President Juan Orlando Hernandez (2014-2022) was prosecuted for drug trafficking by the US
upon leaving office, in proceedings that unveiled government complicity in drug trafficking and
corruption.?®* Corruption and institutional capture pose a fundamental challenge to Honduras’ ability to
adapt to the impacts of climate change, as these “further divert resources and distort investments away
from public services, foster inequalities, and ultimately limit the accumulation of human capital, pushing

many to migrate.”2%

Inequality increases the burden of insecurity on the poor and marginalized in Honduras.?*® Honduras has
high rates of sexual and gender-based violence;?”” young people are particularly exposed to and at risk of
violence.?®® Hondurans also experience high rates of forced internal displacement due to “generalized
violence.”?*® However, internal relocation is often dangerous or not viable, as it “entails two major risks:

higher vulnerability to new natural disasters and exposition to violence and criminality.”%'°

In this context, climate impacts exacerbate both poverty and insecurity. Journalists have documented
how climate change-induced hunger, flooding, and droughts displace Hondurans from rural areas to
gang-controlled urban neighborhoods, where they face new insecurity.?’’ UNHCR has documented how
people displaced by Hurricanes Eta and lota in 2020 encountered threats from organized crime in the
neighborhoods they were displaced to, or were in some cases barred by organized crime from returning to

their homes once the floodwaters receded.?'?

Honduras faces serious climate risks yet has relatively less capacity or preparedness to address them.?"

After hurricanes Eta and lota made landfall in November 2020,2' aid distributed was reported to be
insufficient and late in arriving.'® Some impacted people received just 500 lempiras (around $20) in

government assistance.?'®

On the coasts, fishing livelihoods are threatened by rising sea levels. In Tornabé, Atlantida, on the
northern Caribbean coast, increasing water temperatures cause “coral bleaching” and declining fish
populations.?'” Cedefio, on the southern Pacific coast, has seen the “high-tide mark. . . rise by more than

one metre each year, flooding houses, restaurants and hotels, and pushing tourists away.” %'
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The survey found that more Honduran respondents than any other nationality report that they are already
moving due to climate impacts. Others have found the same. UNHCR itself now describes its work in
Honduras as occurring “in a complex context of generalized violence, human rights violations, disasters,
and the impacts of climate change, which are causing [] forced displacement . . ”2'* The UN Special
Rapporteur on Climate Change has documented communities in the Dry Corridor where 80% of the

community has already emigrated.?®

Mining, illegal logging, and other extractive activities also affect Honduras’ ability to adapt to climate
change. The IACHR has found that many mining and water concessions have been granted without
meeting environmental standards.??' Extractive industries can also foment social conflict that may force
individuals to migrate. Honduras is “one of the most dangerous countries in the world for environmental
activism.”??? Examples across the country abound, from the Bajo Aguan region??* to criminalization and
violence against the Guapinol “water defenders” opposing mining in the Carlos Escaleras National Park®**
to murders and enforced disappearances of Garifuna land defenders in Triunfo de la Cruz and

elsewhere.??®

Deforestation is another critical issue, as it exacerbates the effects of climate change.??® Government
failure to act abets deforestation in regions like the Mosquitia.??” Deforestation can also be caused by the
spread of drought-induced disease. Since 2014, the gorgojo de pino, or pine bark beetle, which
reproduces much more rapidly in warming temperatures, has devastated Honduran forests.?* Global
Forest Watch has estimated that humid primary forest land in Honduras has decreased by 22 percent,

and other reports find that 25 percent of the Mosquitia forest has already been lost.?*®

Nicaragua

Against a context of dictatorship and political persecution, climate change exacerbates the challenges
that Nicaraguans face and contributes to force migration. Since 2018, an escalating political crisis has
forced hundreds of thousands to flee,*° as the Ortega-Murillo regime has used arbitrary detention,
solitary confinement, and torture against political opponents.?®' From 2018 to 2022, more than 260,000
Nicaraguans—over 4 percent of the population—fled;?*? as of 2024, UNHCR counted nearly 380,000

Nicaraguan refugees and asylum-seekers worldwide.?*

Nicaragua is the largest country in Central America but one of the most sparsely populated, with large

tropical forest reserves on the Caribbean coast. Hurricanes, drought, crop failure, and environmental
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degradation caused by deforestation and mining all contribute to displacement.?** Hurricanes Eta and
lota in 2020 caused widespread destruction and displacement, particularly along the Atlantic coast and
in the north.2% The Miskito indigenous community was particularly impacted.2% Poverty, aggravated by

inflation, also drives displacement.?*’

Since 2014, droughts exacerbated by the El Nifio weather effect have severely reduced crop yields and
worsened food insecurity, particularly in rural areas.?®® Both drought and water pollution from flooding

impact water availability and quality, exacerbated by poor water storage and distribution infrastructure.?%

Environmental degradation in Nicaragua is exacerbated by human activities including deforestation,

240 241

mining,**° agribusiness,**' and infrastructure projects such as hydroelectric dams. Deforestation is a
significant challenge; Nicaragua is home to the second-largest rainforest in the Americas, butis losing
forest cover at one of the fastest rates in the world.?*? Forests are cleared for large-scale agribusiness,
cattle ranching, and small-scale farming, leaving vast areas of land vulnerable to erosion, soil

degradation, and biodiversity loss.?*®

Nicaragua’s weak land tenure system and poor enforcement of property rights foster land use and
ownership disputes within and between communities and agribusiness. These disputes may increase as
droughts and flooding diminish the availability of fertile land and devalue affected land.?** Land tenure
disputes disproportionately affect indigenous communities like the Miskitu of the Caribbean coast, who
are threatened by mestizo settlers (colonos), extractive industries, and state projects.?*® Since 2013,
escalating violence including settler killings, kidnappings, and displacements of Miskitu people has

caused significant internal displacement.?4¢

Government response to disasters has often been inadequate or unevenly distributed.?” After hurricanes
Eta and lota, “opposition” areas and indigenous communities were reportedly excluded from receiving
disaster aid.?*® Since 2018, the government has cancelled the legal status and expropriated the assets of

more than 3,600 NGOs, including environmental advocacy groups?#®

and organizations that provided
disaster relief, climate adaptation assistance, and healthcare services, undermining resilience and
preparedness for future disasters.?*° Environmental activists in Nicaragua also face significant risks and

are often labeled enemies of the state, facing arrest, violence, or forced exile.?"
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Annex 2: International Protection for
Climate-Related Claims

This annex examines how climate impacts may be incorporated into analysis of international protection
claims under the 1951 and Cartagena refugee definitions and complementary protection. As discussed in
the main text of this report, this section does not aim to comprehensively review the lively scholarly and
practitioner debate on this topic in recent years, but to provide basic orientation and citations for

interested readers.?52

1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees

The 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol, to which Mexico is a party, defines a refugee as a
person who is outside their country of nationality or habitual residence and is unable or unwilling to
return “owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality,
membership of a particular social group or political opinion” and, in Mexico, on account of gender (“1951
definition”).?® While “persecution” is a legal term of art,?** it is generally seen to include harm,

mistreatment, and/or discrimination.

Because this definition requires persecution by a specific (human) actor and a nexus to one of the

25 jt excludes many individuals displaced by climate-related events.?*® However, it is

protected grounds,
clear that some climate-displaced people may be refugees under the 1951 definition.?®” Moreover, as this
study makes clear, many people affected by the impacts of climate change continue to flee Northern
Central America and Nicaragua due to persecution on Refugee Convention grounds, including on the

basis of political opinion, membership in a particular social group, and race or nationality.2%®

Advocates and adjudicators considering cases on 1951 Convention grounds should evaluate how climate
events may cause or worsen persecution. Environmental degradation and climate-related events
disproportionately affect poor and marginalized communities and can exacerbate existing vulnerabilities
in these communities.?° Governments may also exploit environmental conditions to target certain
groups; intentionally inflict environmental harm as a means of persecution;?° or contribute to

circumstances that expose a protected group to persecution.
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For example, when states withhold or distribute humanitarian aid in a discriminatory manner, on the basis
of a protected ground such as political opinion—as has reportedly happened in Nicaragua—, this may
amount to persecution.?®’ Further, targeting of environmental defenders who resist mining, agroindustrial
encroachment, or other extractive projects, as in the case of Honduran respondents who indicated they
had faced death threats for defending their traditional lands, can constitute persecution on the basis of

political opinion or social group, and in some cases on the basis of race.??

This study also highlighted examples of individuals and families who are internally displaced—by
hurricanes, or by megaprojects that cause environmental degradation and affect access to clean water,
food, and a healthy environment—and subsequently face discrimination and persecution in their
destination community, whether from state or non-state actors. Where this persecution is on the basis of
a protected ground, including actual or imputed membership in a particular social group, this may be a
basis to seek refugee protection. While here, climate change does not directly cause persecution, it acts
as an indirect driver and threat multiplier, disrupting communities and placing vulnerable populations in

environments where persecution is much more likely to occur.

The existence of an “internal flight alternative” (i.e., the possibility that a person displaced by climate
change could safely relocate to another part of their home country) should be carefully analyzed as it may
be “neither relevant nor reasonable” in individual cases and in light of the progressive impacts of climate
change.?® The Inter-American Court has found that “given the complexity of the phenomenon of internal
displacement” and the “circumstances of special vulnerability and defenselessness” of internally
displaced persons, “their situation can be understood as a de facto condition of lack of protection,”

particularly for individuals from rural backgrounds and women heads of household.?*

The Cartagena Declaration on Refugees

The 1984 Cartagena Declaration on Refugees, which Mexico has adopted as law, *®®

additionally defines
as refugees “persons who have fled their country because their lives, safety or freedom have been
threatened by generalized violence, foreign aggression, internal conflicts, massive violation of human
rights or other circumstances which have seriously disturbed public order.”?¢ While COMAR generally
first evaluates refugee claims under the 1951 refugee definition, since 2018 it has used simplified
eligibility processes for some nationalities, including Honduras and El Salvador, where eligibility under the

Cartagena definition is considered before eligibility under the 1951 Convention.?’
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The impacts of climate change may be relevant to consider under every part of the Cartagena definition
including, for example, “generalized violence.”?®® However, they may be particularly relevant to “other
circumstances which have seriously disturbed public order” and “massive violation of human rights.”2%°
UNHCR has issued guidance that climate-related disasters can constitute a serious disturbance to the
public order when events combine with limited public capacity to address their impacts.?”° Indeed,
UNHCR indicates that is has provided COMAR with guidance on the relevance of this subsection “to

‘natural’ and ecological disasters” since at least 2017.%""

Both UNHCR and the Inter-American Court of Human Rights have offered guidance regarding the
interpretation of the Cartagena definition consistent with international refugee and human rights law,
respectively. Thus, “massive violations of human rights” may include violations of both civil and political,

as well as economic, social, cultural, and environmental rights.?”2

Mexico has applied the “massive violations” subsection to Venezuelan claimants since at least 2016 in
light of the massive crisis of access to food and to health, including medicine, in that country.?”®* Where
climate-related disasters cause crises of access to adequate food, clean water, decent housing,
healthcare, or a healthy environment that otherwise meet the above definition of “massive violations,”
and the government has proved unable or unwilling to address the situation —or indeed actively

perpetuates it— these may be considered as bases for granting refugee protection.?”*

Recent Inter-American Court law also addresses state obligations to prevent and remedy violations of the
right to health and a healthy environment that occur “on a large scale and in accordance with a specific
policy.” In Community of La Oroya vs. Peru, the Court found that the state was aware, but took no action
to address, pervasive air, water, and soil pollution, and consequent health impacts, in the small mining
town.?’® Rather, the state treated the town as a “sacrifice zone,” which the Court defines as “areas where
environmental pollution is so severe that it constitutes a systematic violation of the human rights of its
residents.”?’® Environmental degradation may, under certain circumstances, reflect a specific (state or

non-state actor) policy resulting in massive violations of the human rights of those affected.

State ability and willingness to effectively protect the lives, safety, and freedom of individuals displaced
by the impacts of climate change, including by acting to mitigate risks and provide humanitarian aid,
should be evaluated against Inter-American Court standards requiring “reinforced due diligence” to
prevent displacement by “protect[ing] income sources, food and water security, [and] adequate
housing.”?’” States must also act to mitigate risks through affirmative policy to address pervasive

phenomena including heat waves, drought, and flooding.?”® Similarly, as UNHCR has noted, “following a
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disaster, the State must be able to demonstrate its willingness to address the impact of the disaster and

to mobilize aid and assistance to stabilize the situation as soon as possible.”?”®

Complementary Protection

“Complementary protection” is a subsidiary legal status granted to individuals who do not qualify as
refugees, but who are nonetheless entitled to international protection under the principle of non-
refoulement—a fundamental tenet of international refugee and human rights law that prohibits removal,
expulsion, or deportation of an individual to a country where they face a real risk of human rights
violations, including violations of the right to life and to humane treatment.?° In Mexico, Complementary
Protection is granted to foreigners who do not qualify as refugees but who cannot be returned to their
country as doing so would “threaten their life or put them in danger of being subjected to torture or other
cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment.”?8' Mexico must interpret this definition in light of

its treaty-based and customary international law obligations.?®

Both the UN Human Rights Committee and the Inter-American Court have interpreted the right to life
broadly, emphasizing that it includes an obligation to “safeguard the right of access to the conditions that
ensure a decent life,” especially in light of the threat of climate change.?® International bodies have
interpreted non-refoulement consistent with an expansive notion of right to life and dignity.?%* The Inter-
American Court considers that “conditions required for a decent life include access to, and the quality of,
water, food and health” and “environmental protection.”?® For these reasons, the Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights has considered that individuals fleeing climate-related human rights

violations may be eligible for complementary protection.?%®

States must also uphold the prohibition on torture or cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or
punishment (CIDT).%” The Inter-American, universal (UN), and European systems have also found that
extreme deprivation upon return to a country—including homelessness, lack of access to essential
healthcare, lack of food, water, basic services, exposure to severe violence, and destitution—may
constitute CIDT, triggering non-refoulement obligations.?®® As climate change increasingly drives such
conditions, advocates and adjudicators should carefully evaluate whether complementary protection is

warranted.
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Endnotes

" Climate extremes are becoming more frequent and intense across Latin America and the Caribbean, including more frequent
droughts, floods, and severe storms, alongside rising average temperatures and more extreme heat events. FAO ETAL., LATIN
AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN REGIONAL OVERVIEW OF FOOD SECURITY AND NUTRITION 2024: BUILDING RESILIENCE TO CLIMATE VARIABILITY AND
EXTREMES FOR FOOD SECURITY AND NUTRITION 53-60 (2024), https://reliefweb.int/report/haiti/latin-america-and-caribbean-regional-
overview-food-security-and-nutrition-2024-building-resilience-climate-variability-and-extremes-food-security-and-nutrition
[hereinafter FAO et al., LAC Food Security 2024]. Central America is especially exposed to the effects of climate change. LINA ADIL
ET AL., GERMANWATCH, CLIMATE RISK INDEX 2026 (2025), https://www.germanwatch.org/sites/default/files/2025-11/CRI 26 full
report.pdf (Honduras and Nicaragua ranked among top 10 countries most affected by climate events globally from 1995-2024).
21n 2016, Mexico received a total of 8,796 asylum applications. The top three nationalities, representing 8,060 applications, were
from Honduras (4,129), El Salvador (3,494) and Guatemala (437). SEGOB (UNIDAD DE POLITICA MIGRATORIA) [MIGRATION PoLicy UNIT] &
COMAR, BOLETIN ESTADISTICO DE SOLICITANTES DE REFUGIO EN MEXICO [STATISTICAL BULLETIN OF REFUGEE APPLICANTS IN MEXICO] 2016 10
(2018), https://www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/file/413015/COMAR_2016.pdf. During that same year, Mexico detained
186,216 migrants, of which 150,035 were from those three countries. SEGOB (UNIDAD DE POLITICA MIGRATORIA) [MIGRATION PoLicy
UNIT], BOLETINES ESTADISTICOS 2016, Personas en situacion migratoria irregular (antes, extranjeros presentados y devueltos) [People
in an irregular migratory situation (formerly, foreginers presented and returned)], tbl. 3.1.1,
http://www.politicamigratoria.gob.mx/es/PoliticaMigratoria/ CuadrosBOLETIN?Anual=2016&Secc=3 (last visited Nov. 6, 2025)
[hereinafter SEGOB, BOLETINES ESTADISTICOS 2016].

31n 2024, Mexico received 78,975 asylum applications; 72 percent of these came from Honduras, Cuba, and Haiti. Juan Manuel
Blanco & Pedro Pablo Cortés, Las peticiones de asilo en México caen casi a la mitad en 2024 pese a la migracion récord, [Asylum
applications in Mexico fall by almost half in 2024 despite record migration] SwissINFO.CH (Jan. 11, 2025),
https://www.swissinfo.ch/spa/las-peticiones-de-asilo-en-m%C3%A9xico-caen-casi-a-la-mitad-en-2024-pese-a-la-
migraci%C3%B3n-r%C3%A9cord/88707744.

4 Asylum claims reached a historic high of 140,725 in 2023, more than half of which were presented by Honduran and Haitian
asylum-seekers, with Cuba a distant third. Border Oversight- Asylum Requests in Mexico by Nationality, WASH. OFF. ON LATIN AM.,
https://borderoversight.org/2024/12/05/asylum-requests-in-mexico-by-nationality (last updated Dec. 5, 2024).

5Blanco & Cortés, supra note 3. This occurred even as the face of migration in Mexico has changed in the last ten years: whereas
in 2016, nationals of Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador represented over 80 percent of all migrant detentions, in 2024, these
nationalities represented just over a quarter of detentions, as numbers of people on the move from South America, the
Caribbean, Africa, and Asia have increased markedly. SEGOB (UNIDAD DE POLITICA MIGRATORIA), BOLETINES ESTADISTICOS 2024,
Personas en situacion migratoria irregular (antes, extranjeros presentados y devueltos), [People in an irregular migratory situation
(formerly, foreginers presented and returned] tbl. 3.1.1, http://www.politicamigratoria.gob.mx/es/PoliticaMigratoria/
CuadrosBOLETIN?Anual=2024&Secc=3 (last visited Nov. 6, 2025) [hereinafter SEGOB, BOLETINES ESTADISTICOS 2024] (In 2024,
Mexico detained 925,085 migrants. Of these, 258,118 were from all Central American countries, whereas 483,294 were from
South America. Mexico also detained more than 90,000 migrants from the Caribbean, and approximately 45,000 from both the
Asian and the African continents).

81n 2023, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) and the Department of Justice (DOJ) promulgated the “Circumvention of
Lawful Pathways” final rule. Circumvention of Lawful Pathways, 88 Fed. Reg. 31451 (May 16, 2023),
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2023/05/16/2023-10146/circumvention-of-lawful-pathways. This regulation
established a presumption of ineligibility for asylum for noncitizens who entered the United States at the southern border without
authorization after transiting through a third country, unless they had availed themselves of a lawful pathway, scheduled an
appointment using the CBP One app, or applied for and were denied asylum in a transit country. While the rule provided for
certain exemptions, these were extremely limited and applied only in narrow circumstances. As a practical matter, securing a
CBP One appointment was the only viable means of seeking asylum in the US for most people at the southern border. See, e.g.,
Fact Sheet: CBP One: An Overview, AM. IMMIGR. COUNCIL (Mar. 24, 2025), https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/fact-
sheet/cbp-one-overview/. Average wait times for CBP One appointments continued to increase during 2024, reaching up to 11
months. STEPHANIE LEUTERT & CAITLYN YATES, ROBERT STRAUSS CTR. FOR INT’L SEC. & LAW, ASYLUM PROCESSING AT THE U.S.-MExicO BORDER 4
(2024), https://www.strausscenter.org/publications/asylum-processing-at-the-u-s-mexico-border-november-2024/. While
Mexico City had previously opened temporary shelters for migrant caravans in 2018-2019, informal encampments had not
previously been seen on this scale in the city. Mariana Martinez Barba & Caterina Morbiato, US border policy spurred migrant
camps hundreds of miles away in Mexico’s capital, Assoc. PRess (Sept. 1, 2024), https://apnews.com/article/mexico-migrants-
asylum-cbp-app-camps-22b49fabf6e4d7d25d2873d0637544fe; STEPHANIE LEUTERT, ROBERT STRAUSS CTR. FORINT’L SEC. & LAW,
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https://www.germanwatch.org/sites/default/files/2025-11/CRI%2026%20full%20report.pdf
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https://www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/file/413015/COMAR_2016.pdf
http://www.politicamigratoria.gob.mx/es/PoliticaMigratoria/%20CuadrosBOLETIN?Anual=2016&Secc=3
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MIGRANT CARAVANS IN MEXICO (2020), https://www.strausscenter.org/wp-content/uploads/PRP-217_Migrant-Caravans-in-
Mexico.pdf.

7 See, e.g., JULIANEUSNERETAL., U.S. COMM. FOR REFUGEES & IMMIGRANTS, CLIMATE OF COERCION: ENVIRONMENTAL AND OTHER DRIVERS OF
CROSS-BORDER DISPLACEMENT FROM CENTRAL AMERICA AND MEXICO (2023), https://reliefweb.int/report/united-states-america/climate-
coercion-environmental-and-other-drivers-cross-border-displacement-central-america-and-mexico; John Doering-White et al.,
Humanitarian Aid and the Everyday Invisibility of Climate-Related Migration from Central America, 17 CLIMATE & Dev. 1 (2024);
Inter-Am. Comm’n H.R., Poverty, Climate, Rights, and Migration in Central America and Mexico, in the Context of Human Mobility,
OEA/Ser.L/V/11.158/23 1 268-69 (July 28, 2023) [hereinafter Inter-Am. Comm’n H.R., Poverty, Climate, Rights, and Migration in
Central America] (citing a CHIRLA survey of people in transit in Tapachula in 2022-2023).

8 Seeg, e.g., OBSERVATORIO LATINOAMERICANO SOBRE MOVILIDAD HUMANA, [LATIN AMERICAN OBSERVATORY ON HUMAN MOBILITY], CAMBIO
CLIMATICO Y DESASTRES (MOVE-LAM) & RED SUDAMERICANA PARA LAS MIGRACIONES AMBIENTALES (RESAMA), CAMBIO CLIMATICO, DESASTRES Y
DESPLAZAMIENTO EN EL NORTE DE CENTROAMERICA: ANALISIS DE CASOS EN EL SALVADOR Y HONDURAS [ CLIMATE CHANGE, DISASTERS AND
DisPLACEMENT IN NORTHERN CENTRAL AMERICA: CASE ANALYSIS IN EL SALVADOR AND HONDURAS] (2024),
https://www.refworld.org/es/ref/infortem/acad/2024/es/148699; MAX SCHOENING, HUM RTs. WATCH, DESPERATE CHOICES IN GUATEMALA
(2023), https://www.hrw.org/video-photos/interactive/2023/11/15/desperate-choices-in-guatemala; NOHELIA PALOU-ZUNIGA &
JULIAN HIGUERA-FLOREZ, CONSULTATIVE GRP. FOR INT'L AGRIC. RSCH. (CGIAR), INTERSECTIONS OF CLIMATE, SECURITY AND HUMAN MOBILITY IN THE
COMMUNITY OF CEDENO, MARCOVIA, DEPARTMENT OF CHOLUTECA, HONDURAS (2025),
https://cgspace.cgiar.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/bc4d51c4-53a0-4e14-a719-cac9a87ef338/content.

®See, e.g., INT'L REFUGEE ASSISTANCE PROJECT (IRAP) ET AL., ENDURING CHANGE: A DATA REVIEW OF FIRSTHAND ACCOUNTS OF CLIMATE MOBILITY
IMPACTS (Fall 2024), https://refugeerights.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Climate-Data-Report-September-2024-1.pdf (more
than 3,000 respondents surveyed, including migrants in communities of destination and in transit).

°The population that can access civil society shelters is vanishingly small, and likely different in both visible and invisible ways
from those who do not access this shelter network. Similarly, individuals in encampments or caravans likely represent a
disproportionately poor cross-section of people on the move, unable to pay for private accommodation. Compare RED DE
DOCUMENTACION DE LAS ORGANIZACIONES DEFENSORAS DE MIGRANTES (REDODEM), [DOCUMENTATION NETWORK OF MIGRANT DEFENSE
ORGANIZATIONS (REDODEM)], RESULTADOS DE ANALISIS SOBRE LA MOVILIDAD HUMANA EN MEXICO DURANTE 2023 [RESULTS OF ANALYSIS ON HUMAN
MoBILITY IN MEXICO DURING 2023], https://redodem.org/2023-2/ (last visited Feb. 12, 2026) (the national migrant shelter network
recorded 53,435 shelter admissions during 2023) with SEGOB (UNIDAD DE POLITICA MIGRATORIA), BOLETINES ESTADISTICOS 2023,
Personas en situacion migratoria irregular (antes, extranjeros presentados y devueltos) [People in an irregular migratory situation
(formerly, foreigners presented and returned)], tbl. 3.1.1,
http://www.politicamigratoria.gob.mx/es/PoliticaMigratoria/CuadrosBOLETIN?Anual=2023 (last visited Nov. 6, 2025) (Mexico
detained 778,907 migrants in 2023).

" For example, the survey reached many respondents fleeing urban areas. Just 16 percent of respondents indicated that they had
worked in agriculture. One possible explanation is an invisible selection bias among respondents reached at the survey sites.
Multiple key informants suggested that subsistence farmers fleeing rural poverty may not generally travel along the most visible
migration routes through central Mexico, an issue for consideration in future studies that seek to look specifically at this
population. See, e.g., Interview with Ana Sanchez Bachman, PhD Candidate, Univ. of Binghamton, dated October 23, 2024;
Interview with Gary Estrada, Director of Research at SARE Consultants, dated August 2, 2024; Interview with Marcos Domingo,
Coordinador de Defensa de la Madre Tierra, [Coordinator for the Defense of Mother Earth] Pop Noj’ (Guatemala), dated October
18,2024.

2U.N. General Assembly, Report of the Secretary General: Climate change and its possible security implications 2, U.N. Doc.
A/64/350 (Sept. 11, 2009). In contexts of fragility—that is, “the combination of exposure to risk and insufficient coping capacity of
the state, system, and/or communities to manage, absorb, and mitigate those risks”—these threats are magnified. PETER
LADERACH ET AL., CONSULTATIVE GRP. FOR INT’L AGRIC. RSCH. (CGIAR) CLIMATE SECURITY IN THE CENTRAL AMERICAN DRY CORRIDOR 8, Position
Paper No. 2021/2 (2021), https://cgspace.cgiar.org/items/43faaac7-3cas-4c54-896c-3ch4ff793f07 (citing Desai & Forsberg
2020); see also WORLD BANK GRP., WORLD DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2011: CONFLICT, SECURITY, AND DEVELOPMENT xvi (2011),
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/25f2300c-f9d4-54de-8a56-30566e72003a (defining “fragility”
similarly).

3 See, e.g., Climate Emergency and Human Rights, Advisory Opinion 32/25, Inter-Am. Ct. H.R. (ser. A) No. 32, 1416 (May 29,
2025); Inter-Am. Comm’n. H.R., Resolution on human mobility caused by climate change 3, Res. 2/24, Doc. 252 (Dec. 26, 2024).
Academic studies have described these effects as arising through a number of pathways, including: 1) local competition over
resources; 2) extreme weather events and disasters; 3) sea-levelrise and coastal degradation; 4) transboundary water
management; 5) unintended effects of climate policies (“particularly in conflict-fragile contexts”); 6) volatile food prices and
provision; and 7) livelihood insecurity and migration. Laderach et al., supra note 12, at 9 (citing Koren & Bagozzi 2016).

4 See, e.g., CTR. FOR HUM. RTS. & GLOBAL JUST. ET AL., THE TIME IS Now: MEXICO MUST GRANT HAITIANS REFUGEE PROTECTIONS UNDER THE
CARTAGENA 24 (2024), https://chrgj.org/2024-04-gjc-report-time-is-now/.
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https://refugeerights.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Climate-Data-Report-September-2024-1.pdf
https://redodem.org/2023-2/
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S WORLD BANK GRP., HONDURAS COUNTRY CLIMATE AND DEVELOPMENT REPORT 46-47 (2023), https://doi.org/10.1596/39820 (discussing
poor watershed management increasing water scarcity); SCHOENING, supra note 8 (discussing lack of irrigation intensifying the
impact of drought on Indigenous subsistence communities); HERMAN ROSA CHAVEZ ET AL., CLIMATE SEC. EXPERT NETWORK, CLIMATE
FRAGILITY Risk BRIEF: EL SALVADOR 30 (Mar. 2023), https://climate-diplomacy.org/sites/default/files/2024-

02/Risk_Brief El%20Salvador_24.02.15%20smaller%202-compressed.pdf (“Land and water mismanagement are deeply rooted
in the history of El Salvador. Today, they exacerbate the country’s high vulnerability to climate change . . .”); WORLD BANK & INT’L FIN.
CORP., NICARAGUA PAVING THE WAY TO FASTER GROWTH AND INCLUSION: SYSTEMATIC COUNTRY DIAGNOSTIC 119 (2017),
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/ 71f8f03d-0b50-5b11-a548-2de2a8d10a28 [hereinafter World Bank,
Nicaragua Paving the Way] (discussing need to invest in water management to address inequality and decrease vulnerability to
climate change variability).

6 See U.N. Off. of Disaster Risk Reduction [UNDRR] ET AL., ADDRESSING DISASTER DISPLACEMENT IN DISASTER RISK REDUCTION POLICY AND
PRACTICE: A CHECKLIST 10 (2021), https://www.undrr.org/publication/addressing-disaster-displacement-disaster-risk-reduction-
policy-and-practice-checklist.

7 Maria Rubi & Tim Gaynor, Cambio climé&tico, otro factor que provoca desplazamiento en Honduras [Climate change, another
factor causing displacement in Honduras], UNHCR (Nov. 9, 2021), https://www.acnur.org/noticias/stories/cambio-climatico-
otro-factor-gue-provoca-desplazamiento-en-honduras; Interview with Rubén Jiménez, Director of Protection and Return at
COMAR, dated Sept. 18, 2024.

8 See, e.g., Fact Sheet: the CICIG’s Legacy in Fighting Corruption in Guatemala, WASH. OFF. ON LAT. AM. (Aug. 27, 2019),
https://www.wola.org/analysis/cicigs-legacy-fighting-corruption-guatemala/; SARAH CHAYES, CARNEGIE ENDOWMENT FOR INT’L PEACE,
WHEN CORRUPTION IS THE OPERATING SYSTEM: THE CASE OF HONDURAS 57-59 (2017),
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2017/05/when-corruption-is-the-operating-system-the-case-of-honduras?lang=en
[hereinafter WHEN CORRUPTION IS THE OPERATING SYSTEM: THE CASE OF HONDURAS].

9 Climate Emergency and Human Rights, Inter-Am. Ct. H.R., supra note 13, 1417 (describing displacement caused by the
interaction between climate change and “traditional causes” of displacement as a “palpable reality”); see also David Cantor,
Environment, Mobility, and International Law: A New Approach in the Americas, 21 CHI.J. INT'LL. 263, 271 (2021) (“Certainly,
empirical evidence of the multi-causal reality of movement suggests that the legal studies that adopt a mono-causal
understanding of this [climate migration] nexus adopt a faulty premise.”).

20 aderach et al., supra note 12, at 10. The Inter-American Court notes that the impacts of climate change, including “loss of
fertile lands, droughts, unstable water cycles, crop loss, sea level rise or extreme temperature increases, which cause lack of
food security, water scarcity or physicalinsecurity in a place of habitual residence, lack of employment or income, and alteration
of ways of life” can drive migration. Climate Emergency and Human Rights, Inter-Am. Ct. H.R., supra note 13, 1 417.

21 Laderach et al., supra note 12, at 10 (citing McLeman (2018)). Slow-onset disasters, such as droughts, sea level rise, or
desertification may show “significant time lags” before migration increases, making climate’s role “harder to empirically verify but
does not meanitis absent.” Id. See also OFF. U.N. HIGH COMM’R HUM. RTs., THE SLOW ONSET EFFECTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE AND HUMAN
RIGHTS PROTECTION FOR CROSS-BORDER MIGRANTS (2019), https://disasterdisplacement.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/01/D18050_OHCHR_slow-onset-of-Climate-Change_EN-web.pdf.

22\WORLD BANK GRP., WORLD DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2023: MIGRANTS, REFUGEES, AND SOCIETIES 78-79 (2023),
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/wdr2023; Health, Wellbeing, and the Changing Structure of Communities, in CLIMATE
CHANGE 2022: IMPACTS, ADAPTATION AND VULNERABILITY. CONTRIBUTION OF WORKING GROUP I TO THE SIXTH ASSESSMENT REPORT OF THE
INTERGOVERNMENTAL PANEL ON CLIMATE CHANGE 1041, 1080 (2022), https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/chapter/chapter-7/; VIVIANE
CLEMENTETAL., WORLD BANK GRP., GROUNDSWELL PART II: ACTING ON INTERNAL CLIMATE MIGRATION xxii (2021),
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/83777163 1204427139/pdf/Groundswell-Part-lI-Acting-on-Internal-Climate-
Migration.pdf.

23 VIVIANE CLEMENT ET AL., supra note 22, at xxiii.

24 One study highlighted family reunification, finding that cross-border migration is more likely when extreme weather events
affect countries with strong preexisting diaspora networks. Parag Mahajan & Dean Yang, Taken by Storm: Hurricanes, Migrant
Networks, and US Immigration, 12 AM. ECON. J.: APPLIED ECON. 250 (2020).

25 The study also identified an intermediate option of “strategic” migration of individual household members to seek paid work to
support the family. Brianna Castro, Becoming a Climate Migrant: Climate Change and Sequential Migration Decision-Making,
Soc. PROBLEMS 1, 2 (2025), https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spaf027 (“[C]limate migration is a sequential decision-making process
embedded in social and economic conditions and pre-existing power structures and institutions.”).

2 CGIAR identified that “[t]he tipping point at which migration occurs.. . . [is] situated downstream from a number of other critical
thresholds.” A third tipping point occurs “when the changed nature of the human-ecological relationship demands substantive
changes in land use and/or livelihood strategies.” Laderach et al., supra note 14, at 9-10 (citing Adger et al, 2009). McLeman
(2018) identifies further thresholds for migration: the first “when in situ adaptation is no longer possible” and migration the only
viable option (due to “reduced access to arable land, water shortages, decreased agriculturalyields, and an associated loss of
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