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ABSTRACT
Projections for the number of people displaced by climate change globally are startling and
vary from 100 million to 1 billion; however, a widely repeated prediction is for 200 million
by the mid-twenty-first century. Although difficult to estimate, some proportion of these
people will cross borders and end up in Global North countries. This paper offers a
provocation on the implications for Australian cities. It reviews Australia’s significant
strategic planning policies in light of a possible mid-future surge in environmental migrants
and considers how such policies could better prepare Australian cities. The paper concludes
that a National Urban Policy could strengthen strategic preparedness for environmental
migration.

Introduction

Climate change and migration interconnect in many
ways (Hugo 2013). The increasing manifestations of
climate change – including sea-level rise, drought,
heat stress, fire, floods, and cyclones – particularly in
the world’s poorer countries – will result in a sizeable,
affected population in decades to come (IPCC 2021,
2022). According to a report to the European Parlia-
ment, Global South countries are most vulnerable to
climate change (Kraler, Cernei, and Noak 2011), as
increasing climate risks are projected to exacerbate
existing vulnerabilities and social inequalities and
inequities (IPCC 2022). This situation could also
lead to ‘large-scale and disruptive population move-
ments’ (Stern 2007). In fact the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) echoes sentiments
that the ‘greatest single impact of climate change
could be on human migration’ (In International
Organization for Migration 2008, 9).

Climate change will displace affected people within
their own countries, while others will cross borders
through informal migrations or internationally coor-
dinated programs. Planned migration will not happen
quickly or without overcoming substantial political
challenges. How well the Global North responds to
the predicted human displacement impacts of the cli-
mate crisis will dictate how ‘we can sustain ourselves
in what we call civilised human society’ (Wennersten
and Robbins 2017, 32).

So, how should the Global North, in general,
respond to the challenges posed by this humanitarian
by-product of worsening global impacts of climate
change? Experts have recognised the ‘climate refugee’

problem since the 1990s (Myers 1993), with legal
definitional debates subsequently comprising a signifi-
cant fraction of the literature (For example Inter-
national Organization for Migration 2008).
Australian attention has focused on the regional impli-
cations and responsibilities of the inundation of low-
lying Pacific Island states (Koser 2012). There is an
acknowledgement of the challenges emerging for cities
regarding the costs of direct and destructive impacts
and thus ‘pressures on urban infrastructure arising
from domestic and international climate-related
migration and refugee flows’ (AEGN 2020). Managing
immigration more broadly is linked indelibly to better
urban planning: ‘If we cannot make our cities work
with extra people, from diverse backgrounds, public
support for immigration will evaporate’ (O’Neil and
Watts 2015, 146).

The importance of preparation for population
change on a national scale currently lies in the evol-
ution of the National Population and Planning Frame-
work. This proposal emerged in 2019 from the
Council of Australian Governments with a vision to
improve quality of life, support economic growth,
encourage community cohesion, and ensure sustain-
able urban and regional growth (Coalition of Austra-
lian Governments 2019). The former Morrison
Coalition Government accepted, in principle, the
importance and timeliness of developing ‘a national
plan of settlement, providing a national vision for
our cities and regions across the next fifty years’ (Aus-
tralian Government 2020, 4). The new Albanese Labor
Government elected in May 2022 has pledged Com-
monwealth involvement in urban development issues.
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The Planning Institute of Australia (PIA) has been an
influential lobbyist behind Federal Government inter-
vention in recognising that the multiplicity of current
planning strategies and policies from the three tiers of
government lacks a robust integrative and cohesive
framework to deliver the vision – and resilience to
accommodate downstream shocks (Planning Institute
of Australia 2018).

This paper links climate change, migration, and the
urban environment to examine as a critical provoca-
tion the likely global nature and scale of the challenge
for strategic planning in Australia. In particular, we
examine Australia’s preparedness for substantial
environmental migration in the light of its immigra-
tion and planning policies. The central research ques-
tion is: do Australia’s federal and state government
strategic planning policies allow for a possible surge
in environmental migrants projected mid-century?
Subsequently, we discuss how strategic planners
could better prepare Australian cities and towns for
a potential surge in environmental migration in this
century. Finally, we argue that the case for increasing
Australia’s humanitarian intake to absorb environ-
mental migrants has a moral and certainly environ-
mental justice dimension (Ahmed 2018).

Background

Drivers of environmental migration

The connection between environmental change and
migration is not straightforward – the nature and
scale of the environmental impact matter. For
example, short-term, more localised events associated
with the growing intensity of natural disasters such as
tropical cyclones, heavy rains, and floods may lead
only to internal migration (Koser 2012). However,
slow-onset mega-events such as warming and drought
(which will trigger heat stress and affect agricultural
productivity and freshwater access), sea-level rise
(which renders coastal areas and islands uninhabita-
ble), and consequential struggles for natural resources
(as sources of conflict) may be long term drivers of
international environmental migration (Rigaud et al.
2018).

In terms of heat stress, recent research has begun to
identify regional hotspots where climate change will
have severe consequences for human health and well-
being (Pal and Eltahir 2016). Indeed, chronic heat
stress could potentially call the viability of some
regions into question, particularly in the tropics and
parts of the mid-latitudes (Coffel, Horton, and De
Sherbinin 2017). Such regions include the Middle
East (Bolleter et al. “Wet-Bulb Temperature,” 2021;
Pal and Eltahir 2016), northern South America, Cen-
tral and Eastern Africa, and South-East Asia. More-
over, these regions are some of the world’s most

heavily populated (Coffel, Horton, and De Sherbinin
2017). The effects of possible lethal heatwaves are
due to elevated temperatures and humidity. High
heat combined with high humidity weakens the
human body’s ability to control its temperature by
sweating (Steadman 1979). Urban areas are also
known to exacerbate the impacts of extreme heat
events through the Urban Heat Island (UHI) phenom-
enon (Gardes et al. 2020). The further concentration
of population in urban areas, which may also be sub-
ject to climate change-related heat stress through their
morphology, poses significant challenges from an
adaptation planning perspective (Anderson et al.
2018; Füssel 2007).

Sea-level rise presents significant threats to coastal
areas – through erosion, flooding, permanent inunda-
tion, higher storm surges, and saltwater intrusion. At
the same time, demographers project coastal popu-
lations and economies to increase in the following
decades (Hurlimann et al. 2014), compounding the
implications of this situation. Recent projections
from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) are that by 2100 Global Mean Sea Level
(GMSL) could rise by 0.5–0.9 m under current plaus-
ible global greenhouse gas emissions trajectories.
However, rises to 1.75 m (due to ice-sheet uncertain-
ties) are possible (IPCC 2021). Regardless, given his-
toric greenhouse gas emissions, seas will continue to
rise for centuries. The consequences are alarming. At
least 10% of the global population lives at an elevation
within 10 m of existing sea level, with scarce resources
in many Global South countries constraining adap-
tation (Hindsley and Yoskowitz 2020). Already vul-
nerable and marginalised groups will directly
experience the impact of environmental change
because they are more exposed to hazards through
low housing quality, lack hazard-mitigating infra-
structure such as effective drainage and have minimal
access to government assistance (Koser 2012).

Climate-induced migration

The issues of heat stress and sea-level rise, amongst
others, will induce substantial population displace-
ment globally, resulting in flows of what the Inter-
national Organization for Migration terms
‘environmental migrants’. This term refers to

persons, who, for compelling reasons of sudden or
progressive changes in the environment that
adversely affect their lives or living conditions, are
obliged to leave their habitual homes, or chose to do
so, either temporarily or permanently, and who
move either within their country or abroad. (Inter-
national Organization for Migration 2008, 14)

In addition, climate-induced migration is a significant
component of a broader spectrum of population



displacement driven by various forms of environ-
mental degradation and natural disasters.

Experts contest the projected scale of movement
(Black et al. 2008; Internal Displacement Monitoring
Centre 2022; Wennersten and Robbins 2017). Many
are understandably nervous about estimating the
scale of environmental migration (Koser 2012). Esti-
mates of future emissions are not robust enough to
make solid predictions about the scale of climate
change and data on contemporary migration are too
inaccurate to use for forecasting (Koser 2012). Climate
change can compound threats and worsen inequal-
ities, diminish livelihoods, or intensify conflict, mak-
ing it difficult to discern environmental factors in
independently prompting migration (Koser 2012).

Nonetheless, the indicative numbers are troubling.
One authoritative tabulation estimates that 25.3
million people are already made homeless annually
through various direct weather-related natural disas-
ters (Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre
2022). Another estimate of global citizens already clas-
sifiable as environmental migrants is as high as 25
million (Wennersten and Robbins 2017). Estimates
of the surge in this figure in aggregate by 2050 include
projections of 100 million by the Worlds Peoples Con-
ference (In Bettini 2013); 150 million (1993) and then
200 million (2005) by Norman Myers; 200 million by
the International Organization for Migration (2008);
309 million by the University of Sussex (In Black
et al. 2008); and 750 million by Peter Singer (In McA-
dam and Blocher 2016). Christian Aid claims in its
widely cited projection ‘that, unless strong preventa-
tive action is taken, between now and 2050, climate
change will push the number of displaced people glob-
ally to at least 1 billion’ (2007).

Myers’ initial (1993) prediction of 150 million
environmental migrants successfully drew attention
to the possible scale of the problem but drew criticism
as being alarmist. Nevertheless, the most widely
repeated prediction is as high as 200 million (Bier-
mann and Boas 2010). This figure is also the Inter-
national Organization for Migration projection for a
planet which continues to be ‘overwhelmingly sourced
from fossil-fuel supplies without any substantial emis-
sion reductions or serious attempts at adaptation’
(International Organization for Migration 2008).

Global projections overlook particular areas of vul-
nerability. For example, a comprehensive recent
analysis of climate-induced migration by the World
Bank Group for Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia and
Latin America concludes that climate change may
force up to 140 million people to become displaced
within these regions by mid-century and accelerate
after that if climate change is not mitigated (Rigaud
et al. 2018). According to the Asian Development
Bank, almost all island nations in the Pacific are con-
sidered ‘hotspots’ of environmental impact (Koser

2012). In one study, estimates for the number of
people predicted to be displaced in and from Pacific
Island countries due to environmental change by
2050 range from 665,000 to 1,725,000 (Koser 2012).

Table 1 summarises these global predictions for
environmental migrant numbers to mid-century.
Given historic greenhouse gas emissions alone, it is
important to note that the climate will continue to
change for centuries (IPCC 2021). Therefore, global
population distributions must adapt as this situation
plays out across centuries, let alone decades. Projec-
tions for an extraordinary number of environmental
migrants will likely occur; the main uncertainty is
when.

The IPCC has released even more worrying data on
climate change which suggests climate change is
‘widespread, rapid, and intensifying’ (IPCC 2021). So
it is plausible that despite initial scepticism, the projec-
tion by Myers (2005) of 200 million could even be an
underestimate.

According to the World Bank, climate change will
displace most people in their countries (Rigaud et al.
2018). For example, in the past few decades, much
of the internal environmental migration in Pacific
Island countries has moved people from rural areas
to cities (Koser 2012). However, there are reasons to
question how many displaced persons will remain
in-country. First, ‘stepwise’ migration, where rural-
urban migration heralds an increase in international
migration, is a widely observed phenomenon (Koser
2012). Second, climate change may force internal dis-
placement on people lacking the means to make cross-
border moves (Wiegel 2017). Third, and depending on
the geography of the affected countries, the health
impacts of severe levels of heat stress could mean
that internal displacement is often not a solution
because extreme heat stress may occur across entire
countries or even regions (Pal and Eltahir 2016).
Fourth, the ability of the source country to cope econ-
omically will constrain the refugee numbers that gov-
ernments can deal with internally. Moreover, and
fifthly, other factors such as violence and warfare in
competition for resources can compound the
situation.

The larger the numbers, the greater the global
pressure. This situation will lead to increasing extra-
national departures and expectations for countries of

Table 1. Environmental migrant projections to 2050.

Source Year
Refugee projection

(2050)

World Peoples Conference 2010 100,000,000
International Organization for
Migration

2008 200,000,000

Norman Myers 2005 200,000,000
University of Sussex 2008 309,000,000
Peter Singer 2016 750,000,000
Christian Aid 2007 1,000,000,000



the Global North to contribute resources to the
accommodation of internal displacement and to
receive their fair shares of international environmental
migrants.

Undoubtedly, the existing populations in the Glo-
bal North will resist this pressure for various reasons,
including xenophobia. Moreover, that resistance is
likely to grow in proportion to the numbers. This situ-
ation may contribute to many displaced people being
trapped in third countries which themselves struggle
to cope but cannot or will not repel them putting dis-
placed people at risk of ‘significant impacts on physical
and mental health’ (Australian Human Rights Com-
mission 2014). This situation will further pressure
the Global North to accept environmental migrants,
but that will take time and remain politically fractious.

As conditions worsen over the coming century,
people will undoubtedly cross borders informally or
through relocations planned by the international com-
munity. The migration stream is likely to be incremen-
tal, negotiated and managed rather than tsunami-like
(Rossi 2017). Given the uncertainties of future climate
and the complexity of the underlying dynamics, it is
impossible to know how many people will become
environmental migrants. Nonetheless, it is safe to
assume that a proportion will arrive, formally or infor-
mally, at the borders of prosperous Western nations.
As a wealthy country with a large landmass, Australia
will be one of the countries facing pressure to accept
climate-induced environmental migrants. Below we
speculate on possible impacts and preparedness in
the case of Australia.

Migration in the Australian context

Together with Canada, the United States and New
Zealand, Australia is a ‘traditional’ immigration
country. These countries have an established record
of planned immigration, extending over 200 years
with a remarkable upsurge in immigration post
World War Two (Hugo 2014). Indeed, Australia has
a long history of welcoming migrants, and successive
waves of migrants helped fuel the growth of Australia’s
cities and suburbs (Davison 2010). As a result, Austra-
lia is one of the most successful multicultural societies
in the world. Australia’s immigration soared through
pro-active nation-building recruitment in the post-
World War Two period. In three decades, some
three million migrants and refugees arrived. Many
were from areas experiencing or recovering from pol-
itical turmoil or war, such as Eastern Europe, Chile,
Cyprus, Vietnam and Timor. Since the mid-1990s,
migration policy has changed to increase the focus
on skilled migrants to bolster the ‘national stock of
human capital and enhance national productivity
and competitiveness’ (Hugo 2014, 875).

Despite the relative success of immigration policies,
‘border protection’ issues have become highly politi-
cised. For example, during the 2001 federal election,
a tough border protection stance consolidated the vic-
tory of the Liberal-National Coalition and saw the rise
of ‘anti-immigration’ parties, such as One Nation
(Bilodeau and Fadol 2011). The issue of refugee reset-
tlement has been particularly contentious. Indeed,
people seeking asylum by boat are now described in
Australian legislation as ‘illegal’ maritime arrivals
even though everyone has the right to seek asylum
under international law. Moreover, they are depicted
by all federal governments as posing a significant
threat to border security, even though most research
has found refugees in need of protection (McAdam
and Chong 2019, 50). Nonetheless, successive govern-
ments have used the claim of ‘stopping the boats’ to
boost electoral fortunes (McAdam and Chong 2019,
2). Indeed, on the day of the recent federal election
then Prime Minister Scott Morrison instructed the
Australian Border Force to publicise an interception
of a suspected asylum seeker boat presumably to
boost votes (Greene 2022). Partisan political dis-
courses drawing links between asylum seekers and ter-
rorism also turned public opinion against
humanitarian migrants from Muslim countries
(Schech 2014).

Nevertheless, Australia’s relative geographic iso-
lation, combined with sophisticated border surveil-
lance systems, has resulted in one of the world’s
most tightly managed migration systems (Hugo
2014). The total permanent Migration Program out-
come for 2018–2019, prior to the Covid-19 pandemic,
was 160,323 places with 18,762 resettlement visas in
the humanitarian program (Department of Home
Affairs 2019).

A distinctive pattern of ‘metropolitan dominance’
defines Australia’s population distribution (Freestone
2013, 236), with two out of every three people residing
in the state capital cities of Sydney, Melbourne, Ade-
laide, Perth, Brisbane, and Hobart (Centre for Popu-
lation 2022). Building on precedents elsewhere
(Schech 2014), since the mid-1990s, the federal gov-
ernment has also aimed to direct immigrants to settle
outside of the major capital cities in smaller cities and
towns. Indeed, policy makers have developed a collec-
tion of state-specific and Regional Migration Schemes
to facilitate growth in struggling areas and address
regional-skilled labour shortages (Hugo 2014; Ng
and Metz 2015). Regional dispersion of migrants can
occur through regional Designated Area Migration
Agreements, regional provisional visas, and Destina-
tion Australia Scholarships for international students
studying at regional universities (Australian Govern-
ment 2019). More generally, if indirectly, there is a
tacit endorsement of population decentralisation
from the major capitals through investments in



improved rail and road infrastructure connecting
capital cities and regional centres (Australian Govern-
ment 2019).

Community sentiment

Despite the substantial contributions of migrants to
Australian society, some Australians regard popu-
lation growth, mainly through immigration, as proble-
matic. Polling frequently reveals that a clear majority
regards immigration levels as too high (Murphy
2018). An authoritative recent poll found that over
two-thirds of adults do not think Australia ‘needs
more people’, a substantial increase since 2010 (Biddle
2019). Furthermore, research consistently identifies
that negative attitudes among Australians towards
migrants are becoming more prevalent (Fozdar, Spit-
tles, and Hartley 2015).

Negative opinions partly stem from entrenched
immigration destinations. Nearly 90% of immigrants
live in major cities, particularly Sydney and Mel-
bourne, compared to around 66% of the Australian
born (Button and Rizvi 2018). Indeed, the populations
of these two most significant metropolitan areas were
growing by over 100,000 each year prior to the Covid-
19 pandemic (Birrell and Healy 2018). As a result, resi-
dents feel significant impacts of rising housing
unaffordability, infrastructure provision, and road
congestion (Benson and Brown 2018; Kelly and Done-
gan 2015; Seamer 2019). However, these issues partly
result from other factors, such as a relative lack of
investment in public transport and speculative prop-
erty investment spurred by negative gearing policy.
Nonetheless, in a recent Australian National Univer-
sity poll, nearly nine out of ten people agreed or
strongly agreed that ‘the cost of housing is too high’
as a reason for not increasing the population, along-
side 85% per cent who agreed or strongly agreed
that ‘our cities are too crowded and there is too
much traffic’ (Biddle 2019). If a surge of environ-
mental migration occurs and the necessary planning
is not in place, such negative sentiment would likely
be compounded.

Environmental migration

An increased number of environmental migrants will
likely arrive in Australia during the subsequent dec-
ades due to environmental change in Pacific Island
countries and south-east Asia. For instance, a rela-
tively modest sea-level rise may threaten the very
existence of Tuvalu and Kiribati. In addition, Pacific
island countries are also highly vulnerable to destruc-
tive and unpredictable disasters (Lee and Zhang 2022)
Due to the combination of these factors, significant
displacement and migration prompted by environ-
mental change effects in such areas seems a near

certainty. Moreover, as the regional economic and
political leader (China aside), and the hub of signifi-
cant established migration networks with many
affected countries, Australia is bound to become a tar-
get destination for many environmental migrants
(Koser 2012). Australia, due to its bloated per capita
greenhouse gas emissions (Ahmed 2018) and com-
paratively low vulnerability to climate change
(Figure 1) (IPCC 2021), will have a moral obligation
to absorb substantial environmental migration.

Methodology

So, we return to our central research question: Do
Australia’s federal and state government strategic
planning policies allow for a possible surge in environ-
mental migrants projected mid-century? Adopting a
descriptive research strategy (Swaffield and Deming
2010), we conducted a literature review of current
Australian federal, state, and metropolitan strategic
planning policies. The criteria for inclusion were
that they were authored by relevant State or Federal
Government departments and broadly related to
population/ settlement pattern planning. This largely
qualitative literature review benchmarked policies
against two primary considerations.

Firstly, presuming Australia’s humanitarian
migration is expanded in the future (through choice
or necessity), we analysed whether policies anticipated
accommodation of disruptive surges in population
growth, particularly through humanitarian migration.
This assessment was conducted by assessing whether
the planning for future population exceeded the
related Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) series B
(median) population projections (Australian Bureau
of Statistics 2017). These projections are contingent
on assumptions made about future levels of fertility,
mortality, overseas migration and internal migration
applied to a base population and do not allow for
non-demographic factors (such as government policy
decisions, climate change-induced migration, cata-
strophes, wars, and epidemics) (Australian Bureau of
Statistics 2017). As such, policies which did not plan
for populations higher than these ABS projections
were unlikely to have the capacity to absorb additional
populations. However, we have resisted basing our
analysis on a specific projection of environmental
migrants given the complexities introduced by lack
of firm baseline demographic data and uncertainty
about the evolution of climate change (International
Organization for Migration 2008). However, we did
examine whether the policies made any references to
environmental migration or incorporated appropriate
explorative scenario planning methods (Goodspeed
2020), which could countenance future shifts in
migration patterns. Secondly, we considered whether
the policies contained strategies to facilitate and



cultivate cultural diversity through urban planning. A
belief that facilitating a successful model of cultural
diversity requires specific planning actions (Talen
2012) predicates this analysis.

The explicit focus on capital city policies acknowl-
edges that these cities receive the vast bulk of immigra-
tion (Tuli 2019), despite policies for the regional
dispersion of migrants (Australian Government
2019). We note the limitations of our approach. First,
our high-level focus omitted important work by Aus-
tralian Local Governments who have adopted various
policies for fostering multicultural communities
through various strategies (For example Welcoming
Cities 2019). These are worthy efforts; however, they
generally do not include a substantial spatial dimension
(Community Relations Commission & DLG 2000;
Welcoming Cities 2019), and because of the necessary
brevity of this paper, we have been unable to embody
these efforts fully. Secondly, we did not extend our pol-
icy analysis to include regional cities, reflecting that the
majority of immigration is occurring in the capital cities
(Tuli 2019). Nonetheless we recognise that regional
cities also have a potentially critical role to play. Finally,
our approach also omitted substantial analysis of the
environmental migration potentially generated by cli-
mate change within Australia; however, this has been
discussed at length elsewhere (Bolleter et al. “Projected
Extreme Heat Stress,” 2021).

Results

Planned versus projected populations and
allowances for disruption

In total, we reviewed 13 strategic planning policies for
the nation, states and metropolitan areas (Table 2).
This table shows the policies reviewed, the future

planned population in the policy and the related
ABS Series B population projection for the planning
horizon – noting the Series B population projections
do not allow for disruptive events like climate change.

Ironically, the previous Federal Government plan-
ning strategy, ‘Planning for Australia’s Future Popu-
lation’, provides no future population projections
despite the report’s claiming to address this ‘big
issue’ (Australian Government 2019, 5). Moreover,
Australia’s forward strategic planning for urban popu-
lation growth is inconsistent at the state level, and only
Western Australia, Queensland and New South Wales
have state planning strategies which comprehensively
address issues of population and settlement pattern
planning (noting the Australian Capital Territory
has a territory plan).

Elsewhere there is a reliance on an amalgam of sec-
toral planning policies or devolution to a composite of
regional strategies. With respect to the state planning
strategies, the NSW strategy (Infrastructure New
South Wales 2018) plans for a population well below
that projected by the ABS while the Western Austra-
lian strategy plans for a population much higher
which indicates a capacity to absorb population surges
(Western Australian Planning Commission 2014).

Concerning the metropolitan policies, the future
populations planned for, in many cases, are less than
what the ABS project for the same timeframe. This
situation is evident in planning for Greater Sydney
(Greater Sydney Commission 2018), Melbourne (Vic-
torian State Government 2017) and to a lesser degree
Canberra (ACT Government 2018). This situation
indicates that current planning may not cater for exist-
ing demographic trends, let alone significant disrup-
tion brought about by climate change.

None of the policies consider any exploratory scen-
arios to address the uncertainty of future events,

Figure 1. Observed human vulnerability to climate change. Australia has a comparatively low vulnerability to climate change
compared to Pacific Island and Asian nations in the region. Data from the IPCC.



including surges in environmental migration. Instead,
they are expressions of existing assumptions with lim-
ited or no recognition of ‘black swan’ events which
may challenge existing assumptions.

Moreover, some reports do not even refer to cli-
mate change, such as the previous Federal Govern-
ment’s ‘Planning for Australia’s Future Population’
(Australian Government 2019). This omission is note-
worthy given the subject of this paper and contradicts
the previous Federal Government’s own ‘National Cli-
mate Resilience and Adaption Strategy’ which states:
‘Climate change does not stop at country borders.
The effects of climate change are being felt in Asia
and the Pacific, with implications for Australia’s
trade, migration, development and national security’
(Australian Government 2015a, 71).

Like the ‘Planning for Australia’s Future Popu-
lation’ report, the White Paper ‘Our North, Our
Future’ for developing northern Australia makes
only scant reference to climate change and then prin-
cipally as a threat to biodiversity. Although it does
refer to northern Australia’s role in providing huma-
nitarian assistance to neighbouring countries, it says
nothing about the prospect of accommodating climate
change-induced immigration in the north itself (Aus-
tralian Government 2015b).

Of the federal, state, and metropolitan plans, only
Western Australia’s state planning strategy makes
any reference to possible surges in environmental
migration in advocating for infrastructure that can
‘allow greater logistics access for humanitarian or mili-
tary purposes’ in the case of refugees arriving on Wes-
tern Australia’s north coast (Western Australian
Planning Commission 2014, 30). In summary, while
the ‘greatest single impact of climate change could
be on human migration’ (In International Organiz-
ation for Migration 2008, 9), little or no mention of
this looming situation is made in the strategic plan-
ning for the nation and its system of cities. This situ-
ation is concerning as the planning horizon for these
policies extends to mid-century (Sydney’s plan 2056,
Melbourne and Perth’s plans 2050, and Adelaide’s
plan 2047), a period in which widespread environ-
mental migration will likely be occurring.

Strategies to facilitate and cultivate cultural
diversity through urban planning

Here we consider the degree to which the policies seek
to cultivate successful cultural diversity through urban
planning – something that expanded environmental
immigration would demand. Notably, almost all the
policies praise Australia’s cultural diversity. For
example, the previous Federal Government’s report
‘Planning for Australia’s Future Population’ (Austra-
lian Government 2019, 7) celebrates Australia as a
‘diverse harmonious nation’ and advocates for anTa
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‘Australia that welcomes new migrants’ (while simul-
taneously documenting a freeze in immigration levels
and a cap on refugee places) (Australian Government
2019, 5). Nonetheless, while celebrating cultural diver-
sity, it attributes issues such as unaffordable housing,
traffic congestion, ‘overcrowded public transport’,
and a lack of ‘shared values and ideals’ to excessive
levels of immigration.

The Western Australian and Queensland plans
both celebrate diversity (State of Queensland 2014;
Western Australian Planning Commission 2014).
Moreover, one of the anticipated ‘outcomes’ of the
Western Australian State Planning Strategy is that
‘diversity is displayed in all settlement structures’.
This outcome is predicated on ‘aspirations’ that ‘the
demographic make-up of a community displays a
mix of cultures, age cohorts, skills and qualifications’,
‘there is a range of opportunities for local cultural
expression’, and finally, that there is ‘variation in the
built form and a range of suitable spaces and places
available for cultural activity’. Moreover, the strategy
calls for ‘public spaces and places to encourage partici-
pation, social cohesion and a sense of place’ (Western
Australian Planning Commission 2014, 92).

The various metropolitan plans (ACT Government
2018; Department of Planning 2017; Department of
Planning Lands and Heritage 2018; Greater Sydney
Commission 2018) are also consistent in celebrating
cultural diversity. For example, the South East
Queensland plan declares that the community’s ‘diver-
sity and character is a strength that has – and
undoubtedly will continue to – underpin the sustain-
ability and ultimate success of the region’ (Depart-
ment of Infrastructure, Local Government and
Planning 2017, 22). Melbourne’s planning report
enthuses: ‘Melbourne’s cultural diversity adds to the
city’s vitality and creates economic and cultural

benefits as well as a stronger understanding of the
world’ (Victorian State Government 2017, 79). Despite
the apparent enthusiasm for multiculturalism, the
‘Plan Melbourne’ also introduces a cautionary note:
‘Melbourne will benefit from population growth – if
plans are made, and actions are taken. Without ade-
quate planning, the city will become less affordable
and liveable – risking social cohesion and economic
growth’ (Victorian State Government 2017, 45).

In summary, despite enthusiastically endorsing
Australia’s multicultural society, the metropolitan
plans are generally mute about how planners might
spatially organise cities and neighbourhoods to sup-
port increased immigration and multiculturalism
and maintain social cohesion in the face of future
surges in migration.

Discussion

Our analysis reveals that Australia’s planning strat-
egies for capital cities, states, and the nation often
do not have substantial capacity for accommodating
surges in environmental migration and are generally
not factoring in climate change disruption to any sig-
nificant degree – if at all. Moreover, they offer little
guidance to planners regarding how they should
reconcile increasing multiculturalism with spatial
planning. As to the former, this is understandable
because projections for environmental migration are
both politicised and uncertain (Koser 2012). However,
there are considerable risks to perpetuating such
models.

So, how could Federal and State Government urban
planning policies better prepare Australian cities and
towns for a surge in environmental migration pro-
jected by mid-century? Key literature suggests that
‘forward-looking’ National Urban Policies (NUPs)

Figure 2. Only Western Australia, Queensland and New South Wales have state planning strategies which comprehensively
address issues of population and settlement pattern planning. The result is a jigsaw of state strategies.



can help cities and nations be more resilient by
responding to a crisis and preventing or preparing
for future crises (OECD, UN Habitat, & UNOPS
2021a). Indeed, there is growing recognition of the
potential of NUPs to advance the UN Sustainable
Development Goals, particularly Goal 11 devoted to
‘Cities and Communities’ and Goal 13, ‘Climate
Action’. There are now 162 countries with NUPs,
although in different forms, at different development
stages and with varying thematic foci (OECD, UN
Habitat, & UNOPS 2021b).

Towards a national urban policy for Australia

Our policy review revealed that Australia’s planning is
uncoordinated and jurisdictionally fragmented. As the
PIA correctly identifies, ‘Australian states, territories,
and local governments all have different views about
our common future’ (Figure 2). The result is that
our collective coverage of plans looks like a an incom-
plete jigsaw (Planning Institute of Australia 2018).
Furthermore, planning frameworks are not well coor-
dinated between the various planning scales, such as
national to state and state to city level planning. This
situation is understandable because strategic planners
do not comprehensively review strategies at set inter-
vals but rather according to their jurisdictions’ differ-
ent political and economic cycles. As a result, different
policy documents work to different timeframes and
projections.

While Australia has managed to deliver compara-
tively liveable cities across such complex governance,
it is likely inadequate if confronted with the full
effects of climate change-induced migration. If this
occurs at a significant level – as Australia has some
moral obligation to address (Ahmed 2018) – it will
test the capacity of Australian cities and their plan-
ning. The lack of preparedness of the Australian plan-
ning system for such aspirational targets is not unique.
Until recently, the international community has gen-
erally concentrated on mitigating climate change by
devising emissions targets instead of planning to
adapt to the myriad impacts of climate change.

Nonetheless, if Australian cities cannot absorb such
population increases in a planned manner, we could
expect them to have detrimental effects on the cohe-
siveness of Australian society. On the ground, this
could result in a collapse of the multicultural ideal of
the ‘melting pot’, resulting in socio-cultural segre-
gation – one example being the ‘doughnut’ planning
technique in French towns that concentrates migrants
on the edges of the cities or in ‘ghettos’ in ‘parallel’
societies (Murray 2017, 114) (Figure 3). While the
‘melting pot’ model of multiculturalism has served
Australia well, it has its limits – mainly if substantial
surges and geographic concentrations of migration

occur over a short period and the required planning
is not in place.

Moreover, the literature on climate change-induced
migration is often alarmist and can employ inflamma-
tory language depicting intimidating hordes of ‘cli-
mate refugees’ in a climate change-induced disaster.
Commentators widely use words like ‘catastrophe’,
‘threat’ and ‘urgency’ (In Hulme 2007). The problem
is that fuelling such fears can lead to ‘denial, paralysis,
apathy or even perverse reactive behaviour’ (Hulme
2007). Moreover, a less than creative engagement
with such issues is unlikely to succeed because people
won’t discard a flawed paradigm, despite many signs
of its deficiencies, until a better model can be found
(Kuhn 1996). So, what would a better planning para-
digm be? Here we briefly sketch what this could be
at the national scale.

There is an urgent need for a National Urban Policy
(NUP) for Australia’s cities and regions for many
reasons. From the viewpoint discussed in this paper,
this planning could emerge from the suggested
National Population and Planning Framework, albeit
with a greater focus on planning rather than purely
demographic considerations (Coalition of Australian
Governments 2019). The Planning Institute of Austra-
lia also promotes the need for such a NUP. The scale
of planning would rely on a resurgence of federal gov-
ernment interest in urban issues (Oakley 2004).
Indeed, such planning requires coordination between
national, state, and territory governments to devise a
bipartisan urban strategy to direct urbanisation. The
Commonwealth-established national ‘Centre for
Population’ (Coalition of Australian Governments
2019) could, in part, develop this in conjunction
with a national policy framework on environmental
migration (Koser 2012).

A NUP would seek to distribute a future Australian
population (including that through environmental
migration) to areas with the highest carrying capacity
and existing residents who welcome population
growth. For many of their more established residents,
the major cities are already disturbingly large. Allow-
ing them to expand further is ‘nonsensical and unac-
ceptable’ for such residents and is resisted (Angel
2012, 4). Therefore, newcomers – immigrants from
overseas or migrants from other parts of the country
– are not welcome and are seen as ‘nuisances rather
than as assets’ (Angel 2012, 4). This mindset could
partly explain the unpopularity of models concentrat-
ing population growth in large capital cities and
the popularity of schemes that disperse population
growth to regional areas (Bolleter et al. “Long-Term
settlement Scenarios,” 2021; Bolleter et al. 2022)
(Figure 4). A future Australian NUP would need to
build on these preferences.

While current Federal Government policies target-
ing regional population decentralisation make much



sense (Australian Government 2019), the lack of a
coordinating national scale plan means that initiatives
lack systematic integration. A comprehensive suit-
ability analysis of Australia considering economic,
environmental, climatic and infrastructural factors
provides a potentially instructive model (Bolleter
et al. “Informing Future Australian Settlement,” 2021).

Strategic planners should predicate a future NUP
for Australia on exploratory scenario planning
methods. Scenario planning is a method of long-
range strategic planning that develops representations
of multiple, possible futures of a system to develop
deeper insights into emerging trends and issues or
inform specific decisions through multiple scenarios
(Goodspeed 2020). Scholars of climate adaptation
planning have concluded that this requires curtailing
‘the deeply embedded practice of planning for one

future’ (Woodruff 2016, 445), and they argue that
exploratory scenario planning holds unrealised
promise to incorporate climate uncertainty into
plans (Goodspeed 2020). By evaluating a plausible
range of futures and related policies, planners acquire
a ready repertoire of responses to inform subsequent
decision-making if future climate conditions ‘veer
off’ from the assumed course’ (Goodspeed 2020, xix).

Towards a strategic planning policy for
facilitating cultural diversity

It is clear from the literature that successfully addres-
sing diversity (cultural or otherwise) requires (among
other things) proactive spatial planning at the metro-
politan and neighbourhood scales for both capital
cities and regional centres (Maginn and Hamnett

Figure 3. A collapse of the multicultural ideal of the ‘melting pot’, can result in socio-cultural segregation where migrants are
concentrated on the edges of the cities.

Figure 4. Recent survey research by the authors indicates substantial support for population decentralisation away from large
(capital) cities to satellite cities. A future NUP could seek to facilitate such well-supported decentralisation.



2016). Moreover, successful cultural diversity plan-
ning and design aspects are essential because markets
are unlikely to deliver this alone (Talen 2012).

Australia’s planning for its major cities celebrates
cultural diversity yet is mainly mute on how diversity
should find expression in strategic planning (Maginn
and Hamnett 2016), a need which is increasingly
recognised by government (Partridge 2022). As such
urban planners would benefit from more spatial gui-
dance, ideally provided at the Federal Government
level, about planning for diverse communities. Such
planning should recognise that ‘diversity is a positive
force in a global society’ (Talen 2012, 32) enabling,
rather than speaking for, diverse communities (San-
dercock 1998).

What spatial principles could underpin such plan-
ning? While a comprehensive exploration is beyond
the scope of this necessarily concise paper, we briefly
sketch out some approaches in terms of neighbourhood
design below. Under a ‘separation’ approach to neigh-
bourhood structure, minority group members can seek
to preserve their own cultures and reject adopting the
host country’s culture. Interaction between immigrants
and host country nationals is limited, and the existence
of ethnic enclaves results (Ng andMetz 2015, 256). Con-
versely, under an ‘assimilation’ approach, members of
the minority group abandon their culture and adopt
the host country’s culture (Ng and Metz 2015). In this
model, planners tend to subsume difference into a hom-
ogenous whole under the guise of ‘democratic majority
rule’ (InThompson 2003, 277).Weaving between separ-
ation or assimilation approaches, neighbourhooddesign
should recognise cultural groups naturally coalesce in
particular neighbourhoods but maximise interaction
with surrounding areas throughmaintaining permeable
edges and developing shared facilities between the
neighbourhoods. This approach could ensure ‘both
dominant and minority group members adopt and
adapt to each other’s cultures’ (Ng andMetz 2015, 256).

At a finer scale cultural diversity can also be facili-
tated by reconsidering single-use zoning, repetition of
similar building types, minimum lot sizes, and car-
dominated landscapes (Talen 2012). For instance,
many new dwellings (e.g., apartments) do not cater
for extended family living, a priority for many non-
English speaking groups (Thompson 2003).. In con-
trast, diverse building types, affordability levels, uses,
tenures, sizes, and ages helps ensure a mix of rents
and prices for both owners and renters (Talen 2012)
and different family groupings (Talen 2012). Greater
flexibility is needed in land use zoning of land use to
allow for offices, workshops, and shops in suburban
areas. These areas could then facilitate start-up entre-
preneurs conducting small businesses in resilient,
small, flexible units, the kinds of small businesses
essential to maintaining a diverse neighbourhood
(Talen 2012).

Public space also provides an ideal opportunity for
divergent populations to ‘encounter’ each other
(Fincher et al. 2014). The ability of public space to
facilitate everyday interactions is crucial for reconcil-
ing and overcoming ethnic and cultural differences
(Amin 2002), countering the distrust or fear residents
might be harbouring about people unlike themselves
(Talen 2012), and nurturing a sense of cultural belong-
ing (Sandercock 1998). Urban spaces that are flexible,
adaptable and open to constant change; which encou-
rage the emergence of informal, spontaneous and
unplanned uses of the public realm; which stimulate
cultural expression; and which create an atmosphere
of tolerance toward difference and the unknown
through the construction of common places assist in
this process (Sennett and Sendra 2020).

Conclusion

Migration is just one possible adjustment to climate
change (Hugo 2012). However, without action by
Global North nations to assist adaptation efforts in
vulnerable countries to proactively plan for the possi-
bility of large-scale immigration, a likely outcome is
that most displaced people will end up in camps or
fringe habitations in their own country. Alternatively,
they will be trapped in other countries that struggle to
accommodate their presence but cannot prevent their
arrival for one reason or another.

We have written this paper with its underpinnings
in the hypothetical realm to highlight a set of inter-
related issues requiring policy attention, guided by
available indicative data and without the certainty
of hard numbers. The talk of millions of environ-
mental migrants may or may not be an over exagger-
ation, but in relative terms, both moral and practical
challenges lie ahead. Australia’s planning system is
ill-equipped to deal with environmental migration
at a scale commensurate with the nation’s contri-
bution to climate change and capacity to absorb
immigrants. Indeed it has yet to respond to the grow-
ing evidence of, and prospect for, internal discretion-
ary migration within Australia already driven partly
by climatic factors, especially excessive heat (Johnston
2018; Pandey 2020). Across the world, ‘bold speeches
and elaborate commitments to the pursuit of noble
goals like refugee rights, environmental protection
and sustainable development typically fall prey to
narrow geopolitical interests when the time for action
comes’ (International Organization for Migration
2008, 36).

Nonetheless, Australia has a positive record of
immigration and refugee resettlement, and current
Australian strategic planners should proactively
respond at the national, state and metropolitan
scale through a NUP twinned with a policy on
environmental migration (Koser 2012) and supported



by a spatial guide to facilitating successful
multiculturalism.

There are significant benefits to preparing a
NUP framework before significant environmental
migration rather than during or after the event
(Koser 2012). Indeed, the often hysterical debate
over unofficial boat arrivals in Australia demonstrates
how even a relatively small number of irregular
migrants can destabilise public confidence in the abil-
ity of the Government to manage migration (Koser
2012).

The time for such proactive planning as part of a
national settlement vision is now. As Gleeson reminds
us about climate change: ‘We have a chance of surviv-
ing and even living well. However, for that to be poss-
ible, we have to make our lifeboats seaworthy now’.
Where are the lifeboats? They are surely the cities,
the few cities, in which most of our population resides’
(Gleeson 2010, 65). In the spirit of shifting to the ideal
of cities embodying notions of climate justice (Steele
et al. 2012), cities and towns can be ‘lifeboats’ which
we share with some of the environmental migrants
who, in greater or lesser numbers, will likely be forced
to relocate around the globe by mid-century and
beyond.
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