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Relocation, Climate Migration, and Autonomy
by Megs Gendreau  

1. Introduction

The environmentally linked relocation of communities has been seeing greater 

attention because of the effects of climate change. In the literature on climate change 

adaptation, much attention has been devoted to discussing the responsibility that nations 

bear for ensuring that those displaced by climate change will be provided for (Baatz, 

2103; Baer, 2010; Bell, 2004; Byravan & Rajan, 2010).1 Such discussions are 

complicated by the unclear status of climate migrants seeking residence in other 

countries, as they do not fit into the normal categories marking the status of refugees 

(Okeowo, 2013; Wyman, 2013). Although such discussions are obviously of great 

significance, my focus is on the moral dimensions of relocating communities in general. 

My primary aim is to outline a framework for thinking about community relocation by 

examining climate-related migration and its link to Environmental Justice-related 

relocation (EJ relocation) in the United States. In particular I will show that familiar 

categories of paternalism and autonomy are not adequate, because they fail to fully 

consider the values expressed by community members.  

In linking questions of EJ relocation to climate-related relocation, I argue that 

both cases present challenges because of the diversity of values and the “vulnerable” 

status of the community members. If we view such challenges through the lens of 

autonomy or paternalism, we assume that there is some 3rd personal perspective from 

which ideas of the good can be assessed. In so doing, we risk further deagentializing 

persons by failing to recognize their views of the good as generating reasons for action. 

1 In what follows, I will focus on the conditions of the relocation itself, and though I assume that there is 
some degree of responsibility for assistance in relocation I will remain agnostic about what this 
responsibility is. 
2 See (Ayers, 2011) for a discussion of the contours of the issue as related to climate change.  
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For example, those whose primary focus is public health might not understand why 

residents of an area facing risk of flood due to rising sea levels might not jump at the 

chance to move. Whatever the outcome of discussions, a great disservice would be done 

if the community’s interests were merely understood as irrational, because being 

understood as someone whose values are legitimate is foundational to being an agent in 

the most robust sense.  

Fundamentally, any effort at addressing community relocation must be aimed at 

increasing the agential role of those stakeholders who are most vulnerable, which means 

that the plurality of values embedded in the community-level experience must be 

considered. While EJ relocation and climate-induced relocation present special ethical 

and political challenges, similarities linked to agential control as well as the way that 

relocation decisions are made allow us to treat them similarly. Ultimately, I will suggest 

that any approach needs to be responsive to deep value pluralism in order to fully 

consider the interests of those who will be moved. This requires that we move beyond 

focusing on autonomy or public health to looking at agents and communities in a more 

holistic sense that recognizes the full range of their values and commitments. Although 

not the only theory of its sort, I believe that a discursive or deliberative approach is best 

able to address deep pluralism. This is in part because the values under discussion are not 

incommensurable, but may appear that way due to failures of communication.   

 I will begin by discussing toxic-induced relocation and then turn to the issue of 

climate change related relocation. My contention is not that the two are identical, but that 

many of the same concerns are present in both discussions. I will then move to a 

discussion of those values at stake before discussing the question of vulnerability. I will 
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end with a brief discussion of a potential model for addressing value pluralism. While I 

am not the first person to talk about deliberative procedures,2 I believe that focusing 

closely on questions of value pluralism in the context of relocation will offer helpful 

analytical tools.   

2. On Relocation

Relocating an entire community is expensive, logistically challenging, and time-

consuming, and thus should be undertaken only when other options have been exhausted. 

For example, imagine a case where toxic chemicals have leached into a community’s 

water system. It will be difficult to argue that a whole community of people should be 

relocated if the problem could be greatly reduced or even eradicated simply by installing 

superior filtration systems at the local water treatment facility. On the other hand, if the 

chemicals are carcinogenic and present in quantities that seem likely to have harmful 

impacts, such ameliorations may neither satisfy the interests of community members nor 

the demands of justice more broadly speaking. While relocation seems quite unnecessary 

in the first case, failure to relocate would lead to negative health outcomes in the second. 

Is the risk sufficient to necessitate relocation? What makes a particular risk so great that 

relocation would be desirable or even required? Questions of this sort are unanswerable 

outside an understanding of a community’s values. There are already numerous examples 

of relocated communities, and the Environmental Protection Agency already has 

mechanisms in place to make such decisions easier for communities and agency 

representatives when an area has been designated as a Superfund site (US Environmental 

2 See (Ayers, 2011) for a discussion of the contours of the issue as related to climate change. 
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Protection Agency, 2004). Prominent among the suggestions in the document is the need 

for considerable transparency on the part of EPA representatives.  

A famous example of EJ relocation comes to us from Norco, a town just north of 

New Orleans in Louisiana’s infamous “Cancer Alley”. By the 1990’s, the Norco 

community of Diamond found itself sandwiched between Shell Corporation’s Chemical 

Plant and Refinery, and residents banded together to request a buyout. After considerable 

struggle, this wish was granted and residents were offered the opportunity to stay and 

receive help in retrofitting their homes or sell them at market value (Wright, 2005). While 

such a case is clearly a victory in many respects, it did not come without costs, as a 

community with historic roots in Norco was effectively disrupted. Importantly, the 

decision to move was made by the residents of the community, and they were ultimately 

given the opportunity to choose whether or not to stay.3 This example is a positive one 

because community members desired the relocation and residents were given a degree of 

control and choice in how the relocation took place.4 However, there are many issues 

related to relocation that we must take up in our discussion. 

2.1 Moral Dimensions of Relocation 

Worries regarding the potential relocation of communities are not merely focused 

on “Whether” people should move/be moved, but also “How” and “Where”. With respect 

3 Despite the complex issues, at least part of the answer to this question cannot be discussed in the absence 
of specific data. This can range from anecdotal information provided by community residents to data 
collected in Environmental Impact Statements (EISs) carried out in accordance with the National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). We might then think that we can determine whether relocation is 
appropriate through an examination of the evidence. However, what counts as “evidence” can be complex. 
Community Supported Research presents an important means for residents to become engaged in both 
understanding what is occurring in their communities as well as providing them with important 
opportunities to play a more substantial role in the future of their communities. Importantly, whether such 
data is taken up as “legitimate” is itself a value-laden question. 
4 For another discussion of an ultimately successful relocation, see (Perry & Lindell, 1997). Here, the 
authors describe a rather fraught move in which community members were ultimately pleased, but faced 
considerable obstacles and spent over 3 years waiting for their final relocation. Residents are reported to 
have chosen to “wait it out” because they so greatly valued the maintenance of their community.  
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to “How”, we might ask whether the move be forced or voluntary. Are there cases where 

forcing households or entire communities to move would be permissible? Whose 

decision should relocation be? What counts as appropriate compensation is also a fraught 

issue. Such questions get at the heart of our thinking about relocation.  

“Where” presents a different set of worries. What sort of place will people move 

to? Will neighbors be there? Will it meet the needs that the previous location did? The 

reluctance people may have to leave their homes is often an indicator not that they are 

unconcerned with their health, but that they value the community in which they live. 

Despite the fact that conditions have become challenging, families may have lived in a 

community for decades and even centuries, and any move would be extremely disruptive 

and potentially harmful for personal or cultural reasons. In many respects, losing the 

sense of community is the most devastating thing about relocation, and knowing that the 

relocation is caused through no fault of your own seems likely to further exacerbate this 

experience. 

This becomes a particularly significant challenge for communities for whom 

geographical concerns are central. For example, a community whose residents rely 

heavily on fishing as a means both for obtaining sustenance and as a valued part of 

religious and cultural practice would find relocation deeply unsatisfactory, especially 

were they moved to an area with no streams or bodies of water. Moving becomes even 

more challenging when it entails that persons vacate culturally or religiously significant 

areas. In both cases, moving could present a deep rupture in identity.  

2.2 Climate Migration 
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Now, I will turn to climate-related relocation. Like cases of EJ relocation in the 

US, much climate-induced migration will be experienced by those who have the fewest 

resources to respond (IPCC, 2014). The most obvious similarity between the two is that 

both involve the displacement or potential displacement of groups of persons and 

questions of “Whether”, “How”, and “Where” are salient for both. There are some 

important dissimilarities. First climate migration may involve relocations across national 

borders, bringing into play a number of political and legal issues that don’t exist when 

movement is within a state. Much work has been done to outline some of the political 

challenges facing such efforts, particularly given the precarious legal situation of climate 

migrants who do not meet the criteria for obtaining refugee status (Okeowo, 2013; 

Wyman, 2013). 

Second, and perhaps more important for my purposes, much climate induced 

migration will result from rising sea levels that flood areas or entire islands, making them 

completely uninhabitable. While determining what counts as “too polluted to live in” 

may involve considerable evaluative judgment, the necessity of moving is fairly clear 

when the place you live has literally disappeared because of rising sea levels. Here, “no 

longer being habitable” is not a statement with subjective parameters, but a clear 

statement about what is possible. “Whether” may drop out of the picture, leaving us to 

focus on how the movement occurs.  

Despite these dissimilarities, many issues remain the same. As with cases of EJ 

relocation, there are considerable questions of meeting community-level interests. 

Communities provide much of the infrastructure of human life, maintaining some of 
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community integrity is likely of considerable value to residents.5 Further, there is a 

danger that the new location may not meet important social, cultural, and religious 

interests. Just as we must be sensitive to community interests in cases where relocation is 

prompted by degraded conditions, so too should we be sensitive when relocation 

becomes a necessity due to other radical changes in the environment.   

3. Paternalism, Autonomy, and Values

The terms autonomy and paternalism are frequently used in discussions of public 

health and efforts to improve the quality of health for individuals and groups. While 

proponents of unfettered autonomy will suggest that freedom is too great a good to be 

turned aside even in the interest of achieving other important benefits, others claim that 

interventions intended to protect the health and other interests of persons who face 

challenging environmental circumstances are entirely appropriate. Discussions of health-

related social injustices, and the efforts of those who work to eradicate those injustices 

almost invariably come up against the tension that exists between these two perspectives. 

I will focus first on paternalism. It is not uncommon to hear people ask why 

residents of environmentally degraded communities don’t simply move, and the analogue 

to this question is whether or not governments should have the authority to force 

relocation. Obviously, financial limitations may make it moving difficult, but even in 

cases where resources are available, relocation may not present itself as an attractive 

option. Imagine, for example, that you have lived in a community for a long time, where 

you’ve built a home and created a nice life for yourself. Over the years, various industries 

5 Mathias Risse (Risse, 2009) notes that the president of the island nation of Kiribati has already put in 
place efforts to ensure not only that the 100,000 residents of the nation will move, but that they will be 
relocated together, reflecting the great importance of cultural values and community integrity.  

Draft Copy: Do Not Cite Without Author’s Permission



 

have moved in around you, making your once hospitable neighborhood potentially 

dangerous to your health. From an external perspective, the choice might seem fairly 

easy, as preserving one’s health appears to outweigh other considerations. However, the 

answer is likely not so simple as there are competing sets of values, and health is likely 

not the only factor at play in decision-making, nor should it always be given the highest 

consideration. 

I will turn now to autonomy, and will claim that the specific values of a 

community and its members may not be fully recognized. Autonomy is itself a singular 

value among many competing values than an agent has reasons to endorse. My concern is 

twofold. First, seeking to broaden agential powers is not equivalent to letting everyone do 

as they please, but requires a positive engagement with community interests. As 

numerous authors have suggested, a substantial part of thinking about environmental 

injustice and adaptation to climate change involves a significant focus on participation, 

sometimes cashed out in terms of recognition. (Few, Brown, & Tompkins, 2007; 

Figueroa, 2003; Schlosberg, 2007; Schrader-Frechette, 2002; Whyte, 2011) If we focus 

simply on autonomy, we risk jeopardizing this important good by failing to engage 

meaningfully in discussion. Second, in focusing on autonomy we risk making the 

judgment that certain persons are not capable of exercising autonomy, as I will outline 

later in the discussion of vulnerability.  

4. Relocation, Communities, and Value Pluralism

This brings us to the issue of the multiplicity of values that are up for discussion 

when we think about relocation. As I’ve noted, while physical well being may be the 
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most significant for public health officials, there are many other considerations of value 

at play in the way that people experience their own lives. This kind of value pluralism 

seems to be present in any discussion of community relocation. 

When a person fails to consider health as the central or most significant reason for 

action, we are doing her a disservice if we understand her as irrational or misguided.6 I 

will illustrate with an anecdote: I recently attended an event where an EPA employee 

asked a presenter and community-oriented researcher how he communicated to residents 

of a community in South Seattle that they should not eat fish from the river. The speaker 

replied that for many residents, the spiritual harm done by refraining from eating the fish 

would greatly outweigh any physical harm caused by toxicants in the fish. What this 

example illustrates is the disconnect that can take place when those focused simply on 

public health engage with citizens for whom health is only one among a universe of 

competing values.  

Evidence suggests that these are precisely the kinds of issues that arise in 

discussions of relocation. To use another personal anecdote, I was helping to document a 

tour of an EJ Community in Southern California a few years ago. When asked if he 

would move, one of the residents replied that in his current neighborhood, he had the 

opportunity to live next door to his grown daughter and his grandchildren, goods that he 

did not wish to forfeit. Viewed from an external perspective, such a value might not be 

thought to have much traction, but from an internal perspective, it is a central attribute of 

the speaker’s practical identity.  

6 In my discussion of pluralism, I will not discuss whether or not there is some particular answer to our 
moral quandaries, nor whether we all ought to endorse the same moral theory in our decision-making. My 
goal is merely to suggest that there are a wide range of values at play. See (Shockley, 2005) for a 
discussion of these issues with regard to environmental decision-making.  
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This matches up with the fact that many of our theories of justice explicitly deny 

the appropriateness of certain kinds of reasons (especially those coming from the private 

sphere) in public debate. For example, John Rawls’s Justice as Fairness divides persons 

into the capacities of reasonability and rationality, thereby relegating certain kinds of 

explanations and interests to the private realm (Rawls, 2001, 2005). Likewise, other 

values that are included in one’s view of the good life would not be appropriately 

presented as reasons in favor of a particular course of action that we should expect others 

to endorse. Thus, while there are good reasons to think that “I would like to move in 

order to protect the health of my family” is a statement that any member of a polity 

would be able to endorse, it might be harder to sell someone on “When I move, I would 

like to be relocated in a community where people share my values” or “I would like to be 

relocated to a place where I can continue to engage in certain religious and culturally 

valuable practices.”  

The same values and value disagreements crop up in our discussions of climate-

induced relocation. Related to particular challenges climate change adaptation, both Chris 

Cuomo and Kyle P. Whyte have written on the importance of taking indigenous values 

into consideration (Cuomo, 2011; Cuomo, Eisner, & Hinkel, 2008; Whyte, 2013, 2014). 

Notably, taking up the interests and expertise of those most heavily impacted by climate 

change has practical advantages because, as many authors note, residents are better 

situated to understand the actual effects of that change (Cuomo et al., 2008; Loo, 2014). 

This work provides important methodological advice for thinking about any form of 

relocation.  
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5. Understanding Vulnerability

This brings me to the issue of vulnerability, as the fact that certain communities 

are considered “vulnerable” to negative outcomes from toxic releases or climate change 

plays a role in thinking about their ability to participate and make decisions. There is 

significant research showing that communities in the United States with high levels of 

toxic exposures are overwhelmingly home to large numbers of persons of color who are 

economically disadvantaged (Bullard, 1994a, 1994b; Saha & Mohai, 1997; United 

Church of Christ, 1987). Likewise, the most harmful effects of climate change will be 

experienced in the least developed nations and by persons who have few resources to 

adapt (IPCC, 2014).  

From the perspective of health outcomes, we might view those living in 

challenging environmental conditions as biologically vulnerable, insofar as they face a 

variety of exposures from sources both external and internal to their homes.7 But, we 

must also look at the other dimensions of vulnerability that extend beyond exposures, 

requiring a consideration of the complexity of social factors that can impact an 

individual’s capacity to respond to physical harms, including lack of access to 

preventative and restorative healthcare.  

However, persons facing the threat of relocation or climate-induced migration are 

not vulnerable merely because they have faced risks to health or been made homeless by 

forces outside their control, but because they are frequently already in positions of social 

or political disadvantage and these positions are frequently causally implicated in the 

existence of the physical hazards. Without attention to these other factors, decisions made 

regarding the health and well being of specific communities are unlikely to track what is 

7 For a discussion of indoor exposures, see (Adamkiewicz et al., 2011). 
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most important. A recent document composed by the Commission for Environmental 

Cooperation (CEC) identifies four different metrics that should be used in thinking about 

vulnerability to toxic substances, and provides a helpful guide. These factors include 

exposure, susceptibility, preparedness, and responsiveness (Commission For 

Environmental Cooperation, 2014). Combined, these can be used to give a picture of a 

community and the potential impacts of toxic substances on that community.  

While a deeper and more robust understanding of what makes an individual or 

community vulnerable provides a valuable resource, it can also be dangerous if employed 

wrongly. When taken too far, ideas of vulnerability risk suggesting that those who live 

under particularly challenging social and environmental conditions fail to meet the 

standards for consideration as autonomous agents. Although I would like to move the 

discussion away from a focus on autonomy, I want to maintain the significance of agency 

and maintain the viability of even the most “vulnerable” persons as sources of value 

whose interests are worthy of consideration.8  

For example, while Kristen Schrader-Frechette’s influential work on 

environmental justice has provided important insight into the way we think about 

vulnerability, applying a model of informed consent to individual cases of environmental 

inequity. However, she claims that “a community’s severely depressed economy, high 

unemployment rate, and low level of education,” jeopardize the residents’ ability to meet 

the requirements of informed consent, particularly (Schrader-Frechette, 2002; Wigley & 

Schrader-Frechette, 1996). While these are all important challenges that may exist for 

residents of Environmental Justice Communities a well as residents of areas likely to 

impacted by climate change, I worry that suggesting that such persons fail to meet those 

8 See (Cuomo, 2011) for a further discussion of the parameters of vulnerability.  
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standards, diminishes their agential capacities in the very moment when broadening 

agential horizons should be the goal. Ultimately, because such persons and communities 

have already faced considerable marginalization in the political realm, efforts aimed at 

justice should be primarily concerned with ensuring access to greater participation. 

5. Deliberation and Discourse

If our goal is, as I have suggested, is to ensure that persons facing potential 

relocation are being treated in ways that respect their agential capacities and values, our 

response must aim at recognizing the plurality of values. Part of what I would like to 

propose comes to us from theorizing about deliberative and discursive forms of 

democracy. What theories of deliberation offer are not value-laden methodologies for 

arriving at specific outcomes, but formulas by which we can engage with a pluralistic set 

of values in the hopes of achieving results that all parties can endorse. For cases where 

relocation is motivated by climate change as well as cases where relocation becomes a 

necessity because of pollution, attention to the reasons and value considerations that 

underlie disagreement is a necessity. While I am not the first person to suggest that such 

theoretical models are helpful for thinking about environmental issues, and injustices in 

particular, my primary concern will be the way that such approaches can address issues 

of deep disagreement. I will begin with some of Jurgen Habermas’s basic assumptions 

about discursive practice and focus on Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson’s recent 

work on deliberation. 

One of the primary goals of deliberation is to address circumstances of value 

pluralism in a way that reflects the significance of differences while aiming at practical 
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application. For example, Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson conceive of their view as 

a “second-order theory”, because it is compatible with a wide range of systems of 

democracy and is ideally applicable to varying circumstances (Gutmann & Thompson, 

2004). 

Deliberative theories begin with the basic assumption that “reason-giving” is the 

starting point of our communicative endeavors, and that the goal of this communication is 

to arrive at recognition of shared values (Habermas, 1990). Functionally, this would 

entail that all parties to the discussion must recognize the reasonableness of other parties 

claims. In the context of relocation, this would require that the full range of values 

expressed by members of a community be given the same kind of credence as claims 

related to public health and social policy. 

Importantly, Gutmann and Thompson add the requirements that such deliberation 

must be accessible, binding, and dynamic (Gutmann & Thompson, 2004). Ideally, this 

will ensure that discussions occur in ways that allow participants to locate shared values 

and come to understand the reasons that are given while aiming at some sort of outcome 

that will be attractive to all parties while remaining provisional just in case conditions 

change. This means that community engagement is required at every step of the 

discussion and that the process is open to the inevitable shifts along the way. 

6. Conclusion

What we can learn from the discussion of relocation tells us a great deal not 

merely about the kinds of policies needed to adequately respond to the needs of stressed 

or otherwise challenged communities, but forces us to confront deeply seeded differences 
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in values. Although I have not been able to offer a full defense of a particular response to 

questions of relocation, I hope to have provided a sense of the parameters of the 

discussion and the significance of taking up a methodology that take seriously the kind of 

value pluralism under consideration.  
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