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Are you hearing calls for your organization or fellow
activists to get more engaged on migration? Curious about
why you should? This F.A.Q. is for you.

Q: Engaging people on
climate is hard enough.
Isn’t the migration
debate too divisive for
environmental groups to
take up?
A: On both of these issues, the reason for
polarization is simple: the divide has been
exploited by elites seeking to protect their
wealth and power.
And in this political moment, we no longer
have the luxury of waging separate
struggles. With the rise of Donald Trump
in the U.S., Doug Ford and Maxine Bernier
in Canada, and xenophobic parties across
Europe — backed by establishment
conservatives who quickly fell in line —
the same political forces denying climate
change are escalating attacks on migrants
and refugees. To have any hope of
enacting bold climate programs like the
Green New Deal, the right’s agenda must
be combated and defeated with a united
front.
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By preying on racism, or the real danger that badly designed policies like carbon taxes
can hurt the poor, migration and climate action are both issues used to pit working
class people against each other. Rather than organize against the economic system
that produces inequality, white workers are told to blame Mexicans and Muslims (and
to a much lesser extent, liberal environmentalists). In many cases, as with Canada’s
pro-pipeline, anti-migrant Yellow Vests, right-wing groups are now explicitly fusing
racism, xenophobia, and climate denial into a single program. Their goal? Using this
potent cocktail to divide and conquer progressive majorities, win office, and continue
wrecking the climate for profit.
As the saying goes: “The enemy doesn't arrive by boat. He arrives by limousine.”
Without a powerful narrative of our own, the right's story will dominate.
So how do we beat them? Environmental groups must unite with other allies to inject
climate action with an anti-racist analysis — and present a strong vision of how
tackling multiple crises at once will make our economy and society better for all.
When we fail to present a compelling story about how climate and issues like
migration are connected, we also end up in a losing game of “competing crises.”
Whether it’s climate change, economic inequality, racial injustice, or migration —
whatever’s on the front page that week will be in the lead, with everything else left
out of the picture.
Progressives of all stripes have to get off of defence and get better at supporting each
other’s struggles and defining a shared agenda. And when we fight together, we win.

Q: I hear you. And I could see us talking about
migration being linked to climate change. But
it’s not a very big driver of migration yet, is it?
A: It is. Stronger and more frequent superstorms, raging wildfires, and other disasters
are already forcing millions of people from their homes. Climate change is one
important reason why people are making the dangerous journey into the U.S. at the
southern border, for example. [1]
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It’s worth noting, however, that right now — from Bangladesh to British Columbia —
most climate displacement happens actually within borders. Globally, since 2008,
extreme weather has displaced an average of 21.4 million new people per year within
their own countries; in 2017 alone, the same was true for a staggering 85,000
Canadians and 1,686,000 Americans. [2]
What are the implications of this? First: when it comes to climate change and
migration, we’re all in this together. When people see their family members, friends,
or neighbors forced to flee scorching fires in Alberta or California, there’s an
opportunity to build solidarity with Filipino guest workers who were affected by
Typhoon Haiyan, or Guatemalan day laborers who were uprooted by drought.
Second, within our own countries, there's already a need to develop new policies and
social services to support those facing climate displacement. In extreme cases, that
could include helping people — and even entire neighborhoods and towns — to move,
under a democratic, community-led relocation process, and to thrive in their new
homes. [3] There’s no reason we can't treat all of this as a holistic process, integrating
the rights of cross-border migrants and the task of welcoming more new people in the
future.
And we do know that on a warming planet, cross-border migration will rise. In just a
few decades, hundreds of millions of us could find ourselves living in new places —
and new countries — because of climate change. [4]
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Q: Right. So as environmentalists, one thing we
should be emphasizing is our responsibility to
let in climate refugees. But hold on a second...is
that really our responsibility?
A: Yes. Since the Industrial Revolution, the rich countries of the global North have
burned the majority of the total carbon in the atmosphere today. From this historical
perspective, the U.S. is the number one climate villain, and Canada is also on the list
of worst offenders; both countries also rank highly as polluters on a per capita basis.
[5] In other words, each individual North American or European has made an outsize
contribution to the climate crisis. And the better off each of us are, the more likely we
are to have burned more carbon to fuel our lifestyle; studies have shown that the
wealthier a person is, the higher their carbon footprint from housing, transportation,
consumption, and travel. [6]
Compounding the injustice: in Canada, the U.S., and around the world, those who have
done the least to fuel climate change (Indigenous communities, people of color, and
the poor) are usually the worst hit by its impacts. The simple fact is, if you have less
money or face systemic racism, you’ll be far less equipped to move your family or
rebuild after a climate disaster. Meanwhile, drought, flooding, and storms are already
hitting poor countries in the global South the hardest.
As rich countries, doing our fair share certainly requires slashing emissions at home,
with far more ambition than we have mustered so far. It also means offering pathways
to status for migrants already here — and yes, welcoming far more migrants and
refugees to Canada and the U.S. in the future.
Mainstream coverage of climage and migration conjures images of a dire, dystopian
mid-century. But it’s crucial that we don’t panic, and that we help the public do the
same. We can avoid “fortress world” narratives that serve the purposes of those who
profit from militarization — narratives in which the wealthy few are protected and the
poor, desperate masses are locked out. [7]
There is a different way forward. "We should rise to this challenge and be more
human,” as we heard from Harjeet Singh, ActionAid’s global lead for climate change, in
an interview on The Leap’s podcast Change Everything. [8]
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And in addition to upholding migrant rights, it’s just as important that we help finance
climate transformation and preparedness in the global South. After all, most of us
don’t want to leave our homes if we aren’t forced to do so — why should anyone else?
Both climate and migrant justice require helping people to stay and thrive where they
are, or to have the real option of returning home.
Finally, about those “climate refugees." It’s unnecessary and can be dangerous to
insist on categorizing migrants, implying some kind of hierarchy of worthiness. It’s
not always possible to disentangle the various forces that force people to move —
whether it’s armed conflict, violent forms of resource extraction, the impacts of
global economic policies and trade deals, or extreme weather. All of these leading
causes of migration flow from a common source: the extractive economic system
created by the global North and imposed on the rest of the world.
So let's talk about the real issue: who's afraid of open borders?

Q: Whoa, let’s back up. I’m all for more
migration if it’s fair. But don't we need an
orderly, rules-based system?
A: Apart from the original inhabitants of North America, many of us are settlers, and
few of us followed a fair, regular process to get here.
From the U.S. Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 to Trump’s Muslim ban, to Canada’s
points system that reduces migrants purely to their economic value, our immigration
systems have always been arbitrary, politicized, and profoundly racist.
In a world where millions of people are being displaced by the ravages of war,
economic domination, and climate change, we would challenge environmentalists to
assert that moving across borders, with full protections, is a human right — full stop.
The vast majority of migrants are vulnerable people navigating the violence of a
broken system. And as the migrant justice movement says, in solidarity with
Indigenous allies, “no one is illegal on stolen land.” [9]
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Q: OK. But borders are a pretty basic foundation
of modern society, aren’t they?
A: The modern border regime is a recent invention. Most of today’s tools, practices,
and infrastructure used to restrict the movement of people began emerging only in
the 19th century; many borders themselves were drawn even later. The question is: to
whose benefit? One of the primary purposes of borders has been to control and police
the poor, while cordoning off wealth and resources for the privileged. We’ve seen that
dynamic in play recently in the deliberately cruel and punitive treatment of migrants
at the U.S.-Mexico border. And in general, when migrants are able to come to
countries like the U.S. and Canada, they’re often forced to take the most dangerous or
lowest-wage jobs, without full rights, or the ability to stay permanently.
The truth is, we already do have open borders — but only for rich people and
corporations. This arrangement has freed capital to seek out the cheapest sources of
labor, which often coincide with the most polluting supply chains, accelerating carbon
emissions in the process. For the rest of us, the capacity to take democratic action to
solve the resulting injustices — and to protect and take care of each other — has clear
national limits.
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Q: I get it. But haven’t we moved pretty far
away from environmentalism here?
A: Actually, no.
The migrants who already live here — raising our kids, caring for our parents, cleaning
and repairing our homes and workplaces, and picking our food — are climate workers.
Think about it: child and elder care, small-scale farming, domestic labor, teaching,
nursing — these are low-carbon sectors. They’re precisely the parts of our economy
that we need to valorize and expand under a Green New Deal. Migrants are
disproportionately represented in many of these jobs, but they’re some of the most
insecure and exploited workers in North America. Fighting for the rights of these
low-carbon workers is a climate solution in itself.
We know that real climate action will create millions of new jobs. Rather than relying
on migrants to do the worst of them, we can and must use this shift to build the
society we want — to expand our idea of what a good and green job is, so that
everyone can benefit.
Migrant justice is an essential part of any just transition to a new economy. In this
crucial decade for climate action, it’s exactly what ambitious policy looks like:
addressing the root causes of the crisis, while building a better life for all.
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KEY MESSAGES
Environmentalists have a political responsibility to defend migrant rights. The same
leaders denying climate change are drumming up fear and hatred against migrants. To
have any hope of enacting bold climate programs like the Green New Deal, the right’s
agenda must be combatted and defeated on all fronts.
When it comes to climate migration, we’re all in this together. When people see
their family members, friends, or neighbors forced to flee climate impacts locally,
there’s an opportunity to build solidarity with others affected worldwide. Let's fight
for a society that cares for anyone forced to leave their home, wherever it happens
and wherever they come from.
Don't be afraid of open borders. For the rich countries of the global North, which
bear the primary responsibility for climate change, welcoming cross-border migrants
displaced by extreme weather can be part of paying their “climate debt” to the rest of
the world. But the same responsibility applies to the other leading causes of
migration, which often cannot be disentangled. Let’s open our borders to everyone in
need, instead of categorizing migrants based on some kind of hierarchy of worthiness.
The ability to move — or to stay put — is a human right.
Migrants already living in our countries are climate workers. Migrants work
disproportionately in the caring professions, like child care and domestic labor — the
very low-carbon sectors we need to expand under a Green New Deal. Fighting for the
rights of these workers is a climate solution in itself.
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