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• 40.3 million people are living in 
slavery worldwide

• 1 in 4 are under 18 years of age 
(10 million children)

• 71% are female

• Of those women and girls, 3 out 
of every 4 are trafficked for the 
purpose of sexual exploitation

2

Modern slavery is not just a ‘poverty’ problem, 
but a ‘climate’ problem

Source: Global Estimate of Modern Slavery

A migrant caravan in Mexico. Credit: copyright Sean Hawkey



Ritu Bharadwaj / @IIED 3

Where climate change, distress migration 
and slavery meet: three emerging pathways

Climate 
change, 

migration 
and 

slavery 
nexus

In the aftermath of sudden 
disasters (cyclone, floods, 

hurricanes)

During and after slow onset 
events (drought, sea level rise, 

erosion)

Climate events, combined with 
conflict and forced 

displacement

For more details: Climate-induced migration and modern slavery: a toolkit for policymakers https://pubs.iied.org/20441g



Understanding 
Nexus
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Example 1: Chitrakoot, India

A fire in Bandipur National Park, India, 2019. Credit: NaveenNkadalaveni via 
Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 4.0

Droughts, longer dry spells, extreme heat, rainfall 
variation and forest fires

• Climate change impacts the livelihoods of 
Indigenous Kol community 

• Forced to migrate and work in stone mines, 
creating vicious cycle of debt and abuse

• Women left behind are sexually exploited by 
land owners and mining industry contractors

• Water crisis further aggravates the
vulnerabilities of women and girls
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• Recurrent: households face displacement 3 to 7 times

• Climate stressor enhances marginalisation and 
vulnerability

• Families rush to marry off daughters before being 
displaced, resulting in child marriage

• Women lose support networks and are exposed to 
gender-based violence (domestic and sexual violence, 
sexual exploitation and abuse, child/early marriage, 
trafficking)

• Many children, particularly girls, leave school due to 
displacement
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Example 2: Urir Char, Bangladesh

Flooding in Bangladesh, 2019, in which women, children and less mobile 
people suffer most. Credit: UN Women Asia and the Pacific via Flickr, 
CC BY-NC-ND 2.0

Cyclones, flooding and coastal erosion
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Example 3: Lake Chad Basin (Nigeria & Niger)
Droughts, longer dry spells, extreme heat, combined 
with conflict

Source: IIED

• Before conflict with Boko Haram in 2009 forced people 
to leave the Basin, many had already been displaced 
by climate change

• Livelihood loss especially acute for women and girls: 
forced into exploitative working conditions, they face 
increasing risk of gender-based violence

• Men and boys, frustrated by livelihood loss and 
displacement, are vulnerable to radicalised ideologies 
and recruitment by Boko Haram



Understanding the extent to which 
slow and sudden onset events differ 
in creating vulnerability to slavery 
and their underlying drivers
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Climate Vulnerability
Unpack the nexus between climate change, migration and slavery in two contrasting geographies 

• Slow onset (combined with conflict) - Palamu district in Jharkhand 

• Sudden onset - Kendrapara District in Odisha

• Environmental stressors (flood, cyclone, erosion, etc.) were more hazardous and frequent in the 
last ten years – more than 50% respondents

• In Kendrapara, < 60% reported floods were as major climate stressor, in Palamu 87% 
reported droughts. 

• Extreme events result in loss and damage (L&D) to crops, livestock and infra.

• L&D to crops reported by 50% in Kendrapara and 40% in Palamu

• L&D to livestock reported by 42% in Kendrapara and 32% in Palamu

• L&D to material and infrastructure by 46% in Kendrapara, and 29% in Palamu
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Climate induced Migration and displacement
• Reason

• Kendrapada- India’s first climate refugees from Satabhaya villages. Even resettled villages 
face displacement in coming years

• Palamu- irregular rainfall and drought causing food and water insecurity forcing distress 
migration

• Extent: Around 85% of migrants in both Kendrapara and Palamau migrated once or twice a year

• Duration depended on availability of agricultural land, alternative source of income, economic 
conditions, adult members in HH and presence of intermediaries
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Extent of trafficking 
• Trafficking and slavery-like situations 

include forced labour, bonded labour, 
debt bondage, wage withholding and 
exploitative working conditions. 

• Extent of trafficking differed 
significantly in two areas:

− Trafficked migrants in Palamu
(drought) was 42% compared to 
16% in Kendrapara (floods and 
cyclones) 

− Trafficking of children and women 
more prevalent in Palamu
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Reasons for difference in extent of trafficking

• Policy responses tend to focus on the impacts of sudden disasters than slow 
disasters

• Political economy around drought declaration

• Underlying social and class divide, inherent poverty and marginalisation also 
act as compounding factors to climate impacts

• Social protection schemes like MGNREGS, health facility, mid-day meal 
schemes… are not effective and inadequate 

• Coverage of most social protection schemes was low - job card under 
MGNREGS that provides employment during a climate crisis — was found to 
be low in both locations (33% in Kendrapara; 42% in Palamu)
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Drivers of migration and trafficking (Slow Onset) – Palamu, Jharkhand
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Drivers of migration and trafficking (Rapid Onset) – Kendrapara, Odisha
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Why is this issue urgent?

Credit: www.chrismadden.co.uk 
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• International recognition 

• Climate finance: rights-based social safety net 
and anticipatory action to move people to safety

• National recognition of issue as a priority in both 
development and climate policy 
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Faced with large-scale displacement 
caused by climate change, what can 
we collectively do?



Thank you

Ritu.Bharadwaj@iied.org

For more detailed findings and recommendation, 
please see our publication

https://pubs.iied.org/20936iied


