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INTRODUCTION 
Since 2017, the Wilson Center and its partners, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 

(NOAA) and the University Corporation for Atmospheric Research (UCAR), have coordinated on developing 

a framework to improve predictive capabilities for security risks posed by climate change.1 Through work-

shops with analysts and key decision-makers from across relevant U.S. government agencies and related 

organizations, the project first explored four country and regional case studies—the Horn of Africa, Pakistan, 

the Caribbean, and the Pacific (specifically, the COFA states)—to better understand the compound risks 

posed by extreme weather and water-related events and identify entry points for more effective respons-

es. Outcomes from the workshops made clear that existing core dynamics regularly interact with climate 

change in both predictable and unpredictable ways; focusing on these four core dynamics allows for a new 

framework for analysis:

The framework informs an understanding of climate-related disruptions as proximate events that can have 

a cascading effect, compounding risks in ways that are often difficult to understand and complicated to un-

pack. Through application of the framework, we are also better able to link together assessments of risks 

spanning different durations, and more effectively recommend resiliency measures that can have long-term 

impact in addition to the short-term emergency response often prescribed in crisis mode. 

Most recently, the project team applied the framework in an examination of climate-related risks connect-

ed to violence and migration in the Central American countries of El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras, 

through a series of workshops held in 2021 and 2022. This report distills key insights and policy recommen-

dations derived from the Central American case study.  



https://reliefweb.int/report/world/natural-disasters-latin-america-and-caribbean-2000-2019
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/analysis/2021/11/how-climate-change-risks-further-destabilising-central-america
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/analysis/2021/11/how-climate-change-risks-further-destabilising-central-america
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/analysis/2021/11/how-climate-change-risks-further-destabilising-central-america
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In the face of these complex dynamics, a focus on prevention can yield exponential resilience outcomes. This 

can be done by supporting relevant communities of practice and decision-makers at different levels to work 
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Critical Insights Upfront:  
Climate, Insecurity, Migration, and 
Regional Collaboration

1. Risks and resiliencies are dynamic and interdependent. The physical impacts of climate 

change interact with ecological, political, economic, and social dynamics to ultimately 

determine points of vulnerability and resilience.

2. Technical and policy silos cannot solve complex problems alone. Responding to climate 

change in a way that secures peace, resilience, and equity in the region will require le-

veraging partnerships to strengthen governance and trust in public institutions, building 

the resilience of urban centers and elevating the experiences, voices, and knowledge of 

vulnerable populations.

3. In a changing world, people are already on the move. How do we better prepare? In the 

context of climate stress, migration should be recognized as an appropriate response. 

Mobility has long been a core component of adaptation in the Central American region 

and safe, orderly, and regular migration can be a successful and peaceful means of 

climate adaptation into the future, if enabled by smart policy.

4. Regional partnership on climate change holds promise. Regional collaboration offers 

the opportunity to build coordinated climate action across countries and sectors, not 

only addressing mitigation and adaptation to reduce negative climate impacts but also 

proactively utilizing concerted climate action as a mechanism to support structural 

transformation towards more equitable and peaceful societies.

5. Decision-makers need more than good data. Because robust data is only useful if it 

can be acted upon, there is a need for better systems in Central America to incorpo-

rate existing climate data into decision-making. Reliable access to integrated data on 

climate, migration, and violence is a must, and decision-makers should be equipped 

with an understanding of how to find and use such data to shape policy.    
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UNDERSTANDING THE NEXUS: 
KEY TAKEAWAYS FOR THE REGION
Complexity is real, solutions must account for it. The impacts of a changing climate are not only another 

layer on top of other factors that might result in instability or poor human development outcomes; climate 

change is the context in which economic, social, political, and other forces are acting in Central America. 

Climate change both influences and is influenced by these factors. Worsening climate risks are compound 
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An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure. As insecurity, migration, and climate change increasingly 

compound one another in Central America, a singular focus on response—without considering prevention—is 

a sure way to overwhelm response capacities. Instability, weak government institutions, and marginalization 

in the region means that communities are less able to respond and be resilient to climate stressors; at the 

same time, worsening climate conditions also threaten to reinforce poor governance and inequality, further 

destabilizing the region. Direct, short-term displacement from disasters has been and will continue to be a 

significant concern in the region. In addition, slower-onset climate impacts are projected to further exacer-

bate both instability and fragility in Central America. The region’s vulnerability to climate change’s effect on 

the ecological cycle and its dependence on subsistence agriculture, combined with ongoing land pressures, 

is severely affecting the current and future context of both livelihoods and food security in the region. 

In light of the growing climate risks faced by already-vulnerable communities aen-USpl, csu- a  fsmall-hold]TJ EMC  /P <</Lang (en-US)/MCID 2323>>BDC  0 Tc 0 Tw 46.58850 Td (-)Tj EMC  /P <</Lang (en-US)/MCID 223 >>BDC  -0.0052Tc -0.028 Tw 9.924 0 0 10 72 652776 Tm [(Ir e)20 (oareri, aher eis wa nee f)20 (oor mo eirobust ntion)l cen-Uegion.l cffoors do cstabilishshorhk-esponsevel social 
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POLITICAL AND SOCIAL INSTABILITY 
• Investments in climate as well as migration responses must account for the context of insecurity. 

Given the central challenges of violence and impunity that impact every facet of life for many people 

in the region, and the inability of their governments to effectively address those challenges, climate 

and migration responses should be developed in ways that also strengthen security in the region.

• Understanding local land tenure and property rights as a core concern in the region is a constructive 

means to surfacing the issues of livelihoods and food security as drivers of migration. More gener-

ally, advancement of land tenure and property rights promises multi-dimensional benefits including 

generating economic opportunity and supporting youth and gender equity, conflict mitigation, and 

sound natural resource management. 

• A focus on women and girls, who face educational and employment inequities throughout Latin 

America and bear the brunt of climate’s impacts, can spotlight opportunities for interventions that 

provide co-benefits for addressing the root causes of migration. In Guatemala, for example, half 

of the population is under 22 years of age and 21 percent of women ages 15-19 are pregnant or 

parenting. Investing in programs that advance the rights, health, and empowerment of women and 

girls

https://www.populationinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/PI-3059-Guatemala-Migration-Reportr3.pdf
https://www.populationinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/PI-3059-Guatemala-Migration-Reportr3.pdf
https://resiliencenexus.org/arc_d_toolkit/what-it-is/
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While moving inland, Hurricane ETA weakened into a tropical storm, but the unstopping and heavy rains it carried caused extensive floods, landslides, and massive damages in 
Nicaragua, Guatemala, Honduras, and Panama. Image source: EU, 2020 (D. Membreño) / Flickr (CC BY-NC 2.0)

TRANSBOUNDARY AND REGIONAL DYNAMICS 
• Multi-hazard risk-information systems and climate services are underdeveloped, and the region has 

one of the largest capacity gaps in early warning systems. Strategic support for governments as 

well as science and technology communities to strengthen both early warning and implementation 

systems is required. 

• There is a need to engage a wider set of stakeholders, better centering the priorities and risk-per-

https://publications.iom.int/books/migration-policy-practice-volxii-number-1-february-2023
https://publications.iom.int/books/migration-policy-practice-volxii-number-1-february-2023
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SCALES OF DECISION-MAKING 
• The international community must evolve its ability to understand and support local interests more 

directly, while not subverting legitimate governmental authority in the process. Opportunities for 

direct funding of local grants and engaging with civil society on efforts like climate data generation 

and dissemination (beyond universities and scientists, etc.) should be fostered.

• The people and communities most directly affected by the climate-insecurity-migration nexus are 

frequently not consulted directly or, if they are, the results are not returned to them for action. There 

is a helpful bridge-building role for more on-the-ground field analysis, reporting, and storytelling.

• Indigenous knowledge and technologies must be better leveraged and included in climate-risk ana-

lytics, and to be effective, policy approaches must also include consideration of traditional ways of 

communicating and coordinating (e.g. consider digital access and literacy).

• When donors coordinate across sectoral objectives to influence more multidimensional assessment, 

they wield influence over the type of data collected, who informs it, and how it is organized. Ensuring 

that the information and knowledge gathered is pertinent for affected communities can counter the 

challenge of donor-directed interventions.

• Risk is highly concentrated in the growing urban and peri-urban informal settlements which tend to 

be characterized by high insecurity and low resilience. It is important to focus policy attention and 

financial resources on these areas, particularly including investments to make formal socio-economic 

systems more robust and inclusive as a crucial aspect of ensuring just and safe migration in the region. 

• Lessons can be harnessed from cities that have successfully integrated migrants in areas such as 

infrastructure, public health, and employment, and have countered harmful narratives about migrants. 

• Marginalized groups can be key agents of change as holders of knowledge about local priorities and 

context. By centering Indigenous and marginalized voices, interventions can be modified to adjust 

“whose priorities” and “whose solutions” are advanced to have greater impact.

• The international community is often constrained by requirements to work through national govern-

ments and struggles to engage effectively with other levels of decision-making and as a result there 

is often inadequate consultation with the people and communities most at risk. Higher-level orga-

nizations must actively seek channels to hear from and collaborate with underrepresented groups 

and at the most local levels. 

• To avoid decision paralysis, actors in the region can focus more on scales of decision-making to 

identify entry points that allow for disaggregation along both timescales (timeframes of risks and 

responses) and levels of action (from individuals to communities to regional entities).
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CONCLUSION
Understanding the climate-insecurity-migration nexus is crucial for understanding the interplay of northern 

Central America’s current challenges. The region’s context of instability, weak government institutions, and 
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