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Abstract

The intersection between climate change and human migration is emerging as one of the most complex
challenges facing humanity in the 21st century. In the current context of increasing extreme weather
phenomena, social polarization, and political debate on migration, it is crucial to construct media narratives
that promote the “right” social understanding of climate migration. The current research analyses media
discourse on the topic at the Southern border of Europe in 2025. Using a methodological approach that
combines content analysis with critical discourse analysis, this study examines the prioritisation of
information, interpretative frameworks, and strategies employed by six leading newspapers in Spain, namely
El Pais, elDiario.es, El Mundo, ABC, Canarias7, and Diario Sur. The results show that the press decontextualises
climate migration, portraying it in remote scenarios and prioritising the voices of institutions over those of
the victims themselves. This narrative generates a “climate paradox,” understood as a contradiction that
highlights external vulnerability whilst concealing industrial causes, avoiding delving deeper into the debate
on the need for legal and structural reforms. The phenomenon is thus reduced to an isolated biophysical
problem or an aesthetic drama, reinforcing a bureaucratic view that sidesteps transnational climate and
financial justice.

Keywords
climate migration; discourse analysis; journalistic frameworks; media coverage

1. Introduction

Climate change is having an unstoppable effect on our planet’s ecosystem and living conditions for humans,
forcing a growing number of people to leave their homes. International organisations, such as the United
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Nations, through the International Organization for Migration (IOM, 2024) and the High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR, 2024), have raised the global alert level, pointing out that environmental degradation
and extreme weather events have become the main drivers of forced displacement. In fact, leading statistical
reports, such as the Global Report on Internal Displacement (Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2024),
document that, in the last year on record, natural disasters triggered 56% of new internal displacements
globally (more than 26.4 million people), surpassing even those caused by armed conflicts. The report
highlights the decisive influence of the climate emergency on these figures, as 77% of these disaster-related
displacements were directly caused by extreme weather events, such as severe flooding and prolonged
droughts. In this scenario, Spain, due to its geographical location as Europe’s Southern border and its
proximity to the Atlantic, Mediterranean Sea, and Alboran Sea migration routes, stands out as a key territory
where climate vulnerability and intensive border management converge.

Media coverage of climate-induced displacement is sporadic and alarmist worldwide, particularly given the
proliferation of headlines about “millions of climate refugees” and rushed research seeking to confirm this
narrative (Beine & Jeusette, 2021; Hoffmann et al., 2021; Turner et al., 2025). Similarly, general climate
communication tends to be geographically biased towards the Global North, theoretically narrow, and
methodologically limited. This results in partial views of climate migration (Agin & Karlsson, 2021),
reinforced by narratives that depict migrants as threats, passive victims, or proof of climate collapse
(Bonneux & Van Praag, 2024; Sakellari, 2021), rarely incorporating climate justice and human rights
frameworks (Estok, 2023; Lodzki & Kocierz, 2025).

Therefore, the influence of media representation on public opinion requires further research, as it can reinforce
fear and xenophobia or, conversely, empathy and hospitality (Bonneux & Van Praag, 2024; Lédzki & Kocierz,
2025). Furthermore, the effects it has on policies that prioritise border security over mobility rights (Estok,
2023; Sakellari, 2021), and the promotion of invisibility of all the causes of forced migration—which leads to
climate being seen as the sole cause and obscures structural inequalities and responsibilities (Beine & Jeusette,
2021; Estok, 2023; Sakellari, 2021; Turner et al., 2025)—deserve closer examination.

Thus, the central purpose of this research is to analyse the discursive construction that the Spanish press,
both nationally and regionally, makes of the causal link between the climate emergency and human mobility
in the context of Europe’s Southern border during the year 2025. To achieve this end, this study is structured
around four fundamental axes. First, it evaluates the prominence of the terms “climate migrant” and “climate
refugee,” based on the premise that their omission from the media agenda hinders the crystallisation of the
concepts in the collective imagination. Secondly, it examines the pieces where both phenomena converge to
determine whether the media establishes an explicit causal relationship or, on the contrary, presents them
as isolated crises under a structure of thematic silos. Third, this research compares the interpretative frames
of the mainstream national press with those of the border territories—specifically the Canary Islands and
Andalusia—to detect possible narrative asymmetries. Finally, it scrutinises the anchoring or displacement
mechanisms (spatial, temporal, and symbolic) employed by the newspapers to discern whether the issues
reported are linked to the immediate territorial reality or if they are projected onto remote geographical and
temporal contexts, thus diluting the urgency of the phenomenon in the immediate environment.

To address these questions, the study employs a mixed-methods design combining content analysis
(Krippendorff, 2019)—a technique used to systematically, objectively, and quantitatively describe the overt
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content of communication—and critical discourse analysis (CDA; Van Dijk, 2009)—which examines how
abuse of power and social inequality are reproduced, legitimized, and perpetuated in communication. This
allows analytical triangulation between the structural relevance of the texts and their ideological content.

Six newspapers were selected for the analysis, based on the criteria of audience, geographical relevance, and
editorial lines. The sample was divided into taxonomic axes to contrast the regional press of the Southern
border (Canarias7 and Diario Sur), with the national progressive-leaning (El Pais and elDiario.es), and the
conservative press (El Mundo and ABC). In the initial phase, the prominence of the sample (N = 78) is
quantified and classified by examining information hierarchy variables, namely authorship, section, and
scope. In the subsequent phase, the framing (Entman, 1993) is deconstructed, and the strategies of “moral
distancing” or invisibility in the face of displacement in the Global South (Chouliaraki & Georgiou, 2022)
are examined.

The core findings reveal a fragmented and asymmetrical narrative characterised by what might be termed
“structural silences”—the systematic omission of the underlying political and industrial causes that drive the
crisis. Quantitatively, the data show a clear dominance of the national press, which tends to take the
phenomenon out of context by projecting it onto remote geographical areas, thereby triggering a strategy of
moral distancing—a psychological and discursive mechanism that reduces the audience’s sense of
responsibility by framing the suffering of others as distant and unrelated to their own reality. This process
effectively dilutes local urgency. Qualitatively, the analysis identifies a “climate paradox”: whilst the media
highlight the vulnerability of the Global South (particularly Africa), they systematically omit the industrial and
financial responsibilities of the Global North, presenting the crisis as an exogenous disaster rather than a
matter of international justice. The findings suggest that the use of high-impact emotional terms, such as
“climate refugee,” coexists with a profound legal and political vacuum, where the migrant is frequently
portrayed as a passive object of administrative management rather than an individual with the capacity for
political action.

2. Climate Migration and the Press: Background and Key Concepts
2.1. Representation of the Phenomenon in the Press

Apocalyptic and catastrophic language predominates in European and Australian newspapers. Water
metaphors such as “waves” or “flows” of millions of refugees are frequently used, linking migration with
instability and conflict (Hartmann, 2010; Russo, 2017). This approach fuels the securitisation of the
phenomenon—by linking climate migrants with risk and border vulnerability, it justifies the reinforcement of
militarised responses and indirectly encourages xenophobia (Hartmann, 2010; Sakellari, 2019).

Migrants are often portrayed as anonymous masses or racialised “others,” omitting the context of the
economic and political drivers that interact with climate-related causes (Giacomelli & Cappi, 2025;
Herrmann, 2017). Western media and even NGOs tend to talk about refugees without giving them space to
speak for themselves, as evidenced by the BBC's coverage. Conversely, media outlets, such as Al Jazeera,
which adopt a more personal approach, have been accused of perpetuating the cliché of “strangers sinking”
in the Third World (Hgeg & Tulloch, 2018).
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In the specific case of Spain, research findings differ. Prieto-Andrés et al. (2025) argue that, although the
coverage is limited, when it appears in the mainstream press, it tends to be analytical, empathetic, and not
particularly focused on danger, which sets the Spanish media framework apart from other European
countries. However, other authors identify a greater association between frames of victims and
threat/invasion, with an extended use of dehumanising metaphors (waves, avalanches, economic burden,
etc.) about refugees (Alcaraz-Marmol & Soto-Almela, 2020; Amores et al., 2019; Ferrandez-Ferrer, 2021;
Montagut & Moragas-Fernandez, 2020). In other countries, such as the United Kingdom, Italy, and Poland,
the discourse of catastrophe, crisis, and panic predominates, presenting climate migration as an inevitable
and threatening flow towards the Global North (Bonneux & Van Praag, 2024; Estok, 2023; Sakellari, 2019).

2.2. Terminological Tension With the Concept of “Climate Refugee”

The media act as indispensable mediators that not only reflect reality but also construct the interpretative
frames through which citizens and institutions understand and legitimise political responses. In this sense,
the consolidation of sociological and legal categories such as “climate migrant” or “climate refugee” is
essential. Despite the urgency of recognizing the condition of climate-related migration and refuge, a
profound terminological tension prevails. While international law, under the 1951 Geneva Convention
(1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees) and the 1967 Protocol, does not formally recognise
the status of “climate refugee,’ the term has gained enormous social traction. However, studies such as that
by Jiménez-Gdmez et al. (2025) support international legal backing for those affected through the concept
of “particular social group” mentioned in the 1967 Protocol.

Neither the UNHCR nor the IOM endorses the use of “climate refugee” as a legal category. This resistance is
not merely semantic but rather a legal preservation strategy in the face of a vacuum in international law
(Kocierz, 2024; Luli¢ et al., 2023). Under the Geneva Convention, people displaced strictly by climate factors
do not meet the requirements of persecution or conflict necessary to obtain refugee status (Eksi, 2023;
Sritharan, 2023).

For this reason, UNHCR explicitly rejects the term “climate refugee” and opts for technical circumlocutions
such as “people displaced in the context of disasters and climate change” or “environmentally induced persons”
(Del Alamo Marchena, 2021; Luli¢ et al., 2023). Even in its official clarifications, the agency alerts that using
“refugee” for this group could dilute the protections afforded to those fleeing violence, creating legal confusion
that states could exploit to curtail existing rights (Keyes, 2019; McEldowney & Drolet, 2021).

For its part, the IOM has been instrumental in shifting the language towards the category of “climate migrant.”
Its approach is more inclusive but less binding: it defines an “environmental migrant” as someone who is forced
or chooses to move due to progressive or sudden environmental changes (Del Alamo Marchena, 2021; Luli¢
et al., 2023). By adopting the concept of “migrant,” the IOM strips the subject of the political burden of asylum
and places it in the realm of mobility management and resilience (Kocierz, 2024).

The fundamental reason why both agencies avoid the term “climate refugee” is the risk of collision with the
current asylum regime. Formally recognising this term would imply a renegotiation of international treaties,
which, in the current political climate, could result in less protection for all displaced persons (Hiraide, 2022;
Sritharan, 2023). Although UNHCR and IOM recognise climate displacement as one of the most serious
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protection challenges of the century, they operate under calculated ambiguity. They use the term “climate
refugee” in advocacy forums (such as COPs) to generate urgency, but use official terms such as “climate
migrants” or “displaced persons” in their technical guidelines so as not to alter the status quo of international
law (Eksi, 2023; Kocierz, 2024).

2.3. Spain as the Southern Border of the EU

Despite the scarcity of statistical data on “climate migration,” Spain receives a significant proportion of
migratory flows, with climate change being just one of many factors contributing to these movements.
The geographical areas under discussion include the Sahel, West Africa, and the Mediterranean (Balsari et al.,
2020; Enriquez-de-Salamanca, 2022).

The Canary Islands-Sahel and the Strait of Gibraltar/Ceuta-Melilla routes are described as critical areas
where poverty, instability, and environmental degradation converge, and where Spain acts as the EU'’s
external border (Del Valle Galvez, 2023; Enriquez-de-Salamanca, 2022). In the Strait of Gibraltar and the
Canary Islands, migration policy is conceived as European border control, marked by externalisation policies
towards Morocco and other countries and using migration as a “political weapon” in bilateral conflicts
(Del Valle Galvez, 2023). More generally, research shows that tightening borders in rich countries increases
climate vulnerability by “trapping” people who could use migration as a means of adaptation in high-risk
areas (Benveniste et al., 2020; McLeman, 2019).

As for coverage of specific areas such as Ceuta, Melilla, or the Canary Islands, some studies suggest that
many Spanish media outlets follow a security- and bureaucracy-focused script, with emphasis on numbers,
expressions such as “jumping the fence,” “waves,” and photos that dehumanise and criminalise migrants
(Ali, 2024; Aranguren, 2024). This situation has been denounced by various specialised journalists in Spain,
Italy, and Greece, who highlight that current border reporting focuses on conflict, violence, and police

control, with little direct input from migrants and a strong political agenda (Arcila-Calderon et al., 2021).

Spain can be considered the EU’s premier migration laboratory due to its unique land borders with Africa
and a proactive foreign policy. Unlike Italy or Greece, Spain uses bilateral diplomacy with Morocco and
Senegal as a strategic tool. Furthermore, its progressive stance on mass regularisation and mandatory
solidarity distinguishes it from its Mediterranean neighbours.

2.4. Climate Migration as a Factor of Vulnerability to Human Trafficking

The nexus between climate change, migration, and trafficking is being increasingly addressed by researchers,
as environmental degradation drives people to move, and in the process, the risks of exploitation—including
trafficking—increase, especially for women, girls, and young people.

The climate acts as a “threat multiplier”: droughts, crop failures, floods, and natural disasters exacerbate
poverty, violence, and institutional collapse, forcing internal and cross-border migration (Balsari et al., 2020;
Ferris, 2020; Huber et al., 2023; Kaczan & Orgill-Meyer, 2019; McLeman et al., 2019). When tightened
borders and few legal routes are combined, migration becomes more desperate and controlled by criminal
organizations, increasing kidnappings, extortion, and trafficking along the routes (Bates-Eamer, 2019;
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Doering-White et al., 2024; Mugambiwa & Sibanda, 2025; Oswald, 2023). Examples of this include the Dry
Corridor of Central America (Huber et al., 2023; Oswald, 2023), the Sundarbans region of India (Molinari,
2017; Thangavelu, 2025), sub-Saharan Africa (Nagy et al., 2024; Sheu et al., 2021), and rural Cambodia
(Phon & Price, 2024).

Therefore, climate change does not generate trafficking on its own, but it intensifies the conditions (poverty,
forced displacement, hard borders, and gender-based violence) that make many climate migrants extremely
vulnerable to human trafficking, especially on long and militarised routes. Similarly, other dangers
encountered during the journey, such as difficulty accessing basic services such as water, sanitation, or
medical care (Schwerdtle et al., 2021), are rarely reflected in the media.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research Objectives

This research analyses how the Spanish press presents the link between climate change and human mobility
in Europe’s Southern border in 2025, paying special attention to narrative differences between national
newspapers and those in directly affected territories.

First, the explicit presence or absence of the terms “climate migrant” and “climate refugee” in the media
agenda is addressed, based on the premise that the lack of use of these terms prevents the concept from
gaining traction in the public's understanding. Second, those pieces where the themes of “climate change'
and “migration” converge are explored to determine whether the media establishes a causal relationship
between the two or, on the contrary, whether they juxtapose them as isolated and compartmentalised crises

)

(thematic silos). Third, the interpretative frames used by the national mainstream press are compared with
those used by the regional press in the border territories (Canary Islands and Andalusia). And fourth, the
discursive mechanisms of anchoring or displacement (spatial, temporal, and symbolic) are detected. These
mechanisms explain how the media situate the phenomenon of climate migration, determining whether the
issue is linked to the immediate territorial reality or whether it is projected onto other geographical and
temporal contexts.

3.2. Research Design

The mixed methodological design that combines quantitative content analysis and CDA allows, in a first
phase, to measure the prominence, frequency, and structural location of the texts in the media ecosystem
(quantitative dimension) and, in a second phase, to deconstruct the frames, distancing strategies, and
underlying ideological bias in journalistic narratives (qualitative dimension).

For the first structural and quantitative level, content analysis (Krippendorff, 2019) is used to quantify the
relevance of the sample. Variables of information hierarchy (authorship, section, scope, type of piece) are
examined. Next, the interpretative frameworks used by the media to give meaning to the climate-migration
nexus are identified in order to examine the framing (Entman, 1993).
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To complete the interpretation, this study employs CDA, incorporating recent contributions to the field of
mediatisation of borders that highlight the way journalistic discourse establishes regimes of visibility or
invisibility, and applies strategies of “moral distancing” or geographical externalisation, in response to
displacement from the Global South (Chouliaraki & Georgiou, 2022).

The design takes on a comparative approach through a double analytical triangulation: on the one hand, it
contrasts the territorial axis (hegemonic national press versus regional newspapers from the Southern Border)
and, on the other, it examines the editorial axis (progressive versus conservative media). This cross-sectional
structure responds to the demands of academic literature on climate mobility (Nash, 2019; Sakellari, 2021),
which emphasises that the discursive consolidation of the figure of the “climate refugee” is not homogeneous.
Instead, it is strongly conditioned by logistical proximity to the border and by the tactical use of scepticism as
a tool of political polarisation.

3.3. Corpus and Sample

The period of analysis ranges from 1 January to 31 December 2025—a key year marked by anticipation
surrounding COP30 and continued tension along migration routes to Europe. Another factor that
contributed to the choice of 2025 as the period under review was the increased media attention on climate
migration and the need for protection measures generated by the Tuvalu case.

To ensure a comprehensive representation that allows for the territorial and ideological comparison of the
press, the sample of six Spanish newspapers is divided into three taxonomic axes:

1. Territorial axis (regional press on the Southern border): newspapers located in territories that are
simultaneously hotspots for water/climate stress and the main gateway for migration. In this case, the
Canarias7—newspaper of reference on the Canary Islands for the Atlantic Route—and Diario Sur
(leading newspaper on the Andalusian coast for the Alboran Sea Route);

2. Editorial axis A (progressive national press): El Pais (leading national newspaper in Spain, centre-left
leaning) and ElDiario.es (native digital media outlet with a marked progressive editorial line and a strong
focus on human rights);

3. Editorial axis B (conservative national press): El Mundo (leading generalist newspaper on the centre-right
spectrum) and ABC (traditional conservative newspaper).

3.4. Data Collection Process
The corpus was extracted through the My News portal in two sequential phases:

1. Explicit search based on terminology: Boolean operators were used for exact matches with the terms

»u

“climate migrant,” “climate refugee,

n « »n o« » u

climate migrants,” “climate refugees,” “climate migration,” or “climate
displaced persons.”

2. Search for co-occurrence and silos, aimed at locating pieces where both topics converge to observe their
degree of relationship or juxtaposition. The Boolean formula was used: “climate change,” “
“COP30," and “migration,” “migrants,’ or “refugees.”

climate crisis,’
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To validate the research, a preliminary test was conducted to refine the original codebook for content
analysis, selecting only the categories with significant results. This adjustment involved refining the initial
sample, reducing it from 212 pieces to those that strictly met the selected parameters. The reliability of the
analysis was ensured through a test-retest process (repeating the analysis at different times).

4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Quantitative Results of the Content Analysis

Out of the 78 media pieces analysed, the majority correspond to news (44) and opinion (15), whereas the
sample only includes 8 interviews and 9 feature stories, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Type of information corresponding to the pieces.

Opinion piece Chronicle Interview News Feature
15 0 8 44 9

Quantitative analysis of the corpus (N = 78) reveals an asymmetrical distribution that reflects the diversity of
news agendas in the Spanish media ecosystem regarding the climate-migration nexus. As shown in Table 2, the
sample is led by the national press (85.9%), with El Pais contributing 37.2% of the total, followed by ElDiario.es
with 34.6%. Meanwhile, the regional press represents only 14.1%.

Table 2. Number of pieces according to geographical scope and type of media.

National media Regional media Total
67 (85.9%) 11 (14.1%)
ABC El Mundo El Pais ElDiario.es  Canarias 7 Diario Sur  La Voz de Almeria
9 (11.5%) 2 (2.6%) 29 (37.2%) 27 (34.6%) 6 (7.7%) 5(6.4%) 0 78

Regarding the geographical scope of the coverage, the results show a marked tendency towards the
delocalisation of the phenomenon. The corpus is dominated by international articles (n = 43), which
represent 55.1% of the sample, compared to national articles (26.9%) and regional articles (21.8%). This
spatial asymmetry is not neutral; by projecting the narrative onto geographically remote settings (such as
Senegal, India, or Tuvalu), the Spanish media activate what Chouliaraki and Georgiou (2022) define as a
strategy of “distancing.” This externalisation mechanism allows the recipient to perceive climate mobility as
an exogenous crisis, located in an uncontrollable “elsewhere,” which deactivates the urgency in the
immediate context.

Regarding the authorship of the articles, as detailed in Table 3, news production falls mainly to in-house editors
(n = 24) and external contributors (n = 24), who together account for 64% of the total corpus. This parity is
highly significant: While editors ensure the continuity of the media outlet’s editorial line, the strong presence
of contributors—often academics, climate experts, or activists—allows for the introduction of more complex
theoretical frameworks and background information that challenge the immediacy of daily reporting. On the
other hand, correspondents (n = 12) maintain a significant presence, providing coverage from points of origin
or transit and adding a layer of ethnographic authenticity to the discourse.
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Table 3. Authorship of the pieces studied.

News agency Media contributor Media editor Correspondent Anonymous Total
10 24 24 12 5 78

The distribution of the pieces in the different sections of the newspapers reveals a notable narrative
fragmentation and a lack of editorial consensus on the nature of the phenomenon. As detailed in Table 4, the
most common location corresponds to the category of “local geographical point” (n = 15), such as Andalusia
or the Canary Islands. This confirms that the climate-migration nexus is primarily perceived as a local or
territorial event, depending on the proximity of the landing site or the meteorological impact. Significantly,
the “culture and leisure” section (n = 13) ranks second in frequency, surpassing strategic sections such as
“international” (n = 6). This placement, added to the category of “other” (n = 11), which includes Sunday
supplements and opinion blogs, suggests a tendency to “supplement” the conflict. Instead of being
integrated into the hard news agenda, climate migration is shifting towards spaces of relaxed consumption or
aesthetic analysis, which contributes to the trivialisation detected in the qualitative analysis.

However, the existence of the “climate change” section, which recognises the phenomenon as a first-rate
news category (n = 11), combined with a high rate of both in-house and collaborative authorship (64%),
supports Boykoff's thesis (2011) that specialisation in environmental journalism is an indispensable
requirement for overcoming the “false balance” in news reporting. At the same time, it contributes to
establishing a thematic silo, preventing cross-cutting coverage. As Nash (2019) and Sakellari (2021) point
out, treating climate refuge as a science or environmental issue strips it of its human and legal urgency,
presenting it as an isolated biophysical agent rather than reflecting the reconfiguration of asylum policies
and global economic frameworks.

Table 4. Section where the pieces are located.

Section Number of pieces Section Number of pieces
Culture and leisure 13 International 6
Climate change 11 Society 4
Politics 2 Events 1
Local geographical point 15 Other 11
Economy 2 Total 78

Analysis of the sources consulted by journalists reveals a clear institutional and technical citation structure that
influences how the phenomenon is framed in terms of administrative management. As detailed in Figure 1,
media discourse is built on two main pillars: government sources (n = 19) and academic or technical experts
(n = 27). This hegemony of “official voices” suggests that climate migration is narrated from the centres of
power and knowledge of the Global North, prioritising the state’s vision and expert analysis over the lived
experience of migrants.

Less frequently used sources include international organisations (n = 15) and the third sector (n = 11), which
operate as mediators of the conflict. However, it is critical to note the marginality of the United Nations
(n = 3), despite being the body that leads the legal frameworks for protection, and, especially, the scarce
presence of victims or migrants (n = 9). This underrepresentation of the protagonists of displacement
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themselves highlights a process of narrative dehumanisation, where migrants are the object of discourse but
rarely the subject of enunciation—an observation shared by authors such as Bevitori and Johnson (2022) and
Bonneux and Van Praag (2024). Only 14 articles out of 78 mentioned migrants as people with agency or
used their statements. Finally, the minimal mention of the security forces (n = 1) suggests that the
climate-migration nexus has moved beyond purely police-related events in the 2025 corpus, instead
becoming part of institutional and technical debates.

Security forces |

Victims I

Third sector I

International organizations I

Government I

Experts I
0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Figure 1. Sources cited in the articles.

As Entman (1993) points out, framing involves defining problems and suggesting solutions. However, as
Table 5 shows, the media only fulfil the first function (defining the disaster), with the “impact” frame (n = 40)
dominating and appearing three times more frequently than pieces focused on the “causes” (n = 13) or
possible “solutions” (n = 13). Thematically, “politics” (n = 27) and “human rights” (n = 21) frames stand out.
This volume contrasts with the low frequency of the “judicial and legislative” frame (n = 8). This gap
indicates that, although the issue is politicised and appeals to human rights ethics, the discourse does not
result in proposals for legal reform or real legal protection status, remaining at the stage of rhetorical
denunciation. Finally, the prominence of the “culture, art, and literature” frame (n = 23) and its recurring
placement in “culture and leisure” sections (n = 13) is not a spontaneous phenomenon but rather responds
to a high-profile media event—the 39th edition of the Goya Awards, which featured the film Black
Butterflies, focused on the lives of women climate refugees.

Table 5. Frames used in news items.

Causes of the phenomenon 13 Economy 11
Impact of the phenomenon 40 Politics 27
Solutions to the phenomenon 13 Event 17
Scientific 11 History

Culture, art, and literature 23 Judicial and legislative

Human rights 21 Security 6
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Analysis of the most frequently mentioned specific contexts in the articles reveals a narrative focused on the
humanitarian consequences, but strikingly evasive about the industrial causes. As shown in Table 6, the
predominant context is that of “risks for migrants” (n = 16), which reinforces the perception of the displaced
person as a vulnerable subject exposed to physical dangers, shipwrecks, or homelessness. This approach is
complemented by the presence of “science” (n = 12) and “health” (n = 9), placing the phenomenon in a
framework of “climate pathology” and academic rigour.

However, the limited weight given to the sectors driving climate change is revealing. The “oil industry” (n = 4)
and “energy” (n = 4) are barely present, which supports the idea of “structural censorship” or “obscurantism”
mentioned by experts such as Vaillant in an interview with elDiario.es (Actis, 2025). Similarly, “agriculture”
(n = 3), which is the primary sector most affected by water stress and the main driver of displacement in
the Southern frontier and the Sahel, is virtually invisible. Finally, the mention of “institutional corruption or
dishonesty” (n = 4) suggests an emerging critical discourse on the management of climate or border funds,
although this remains peripheral to the global agenda.

Table 6. Contexts associated with climate migration.

Context Number of pieces Context Number of pieces
Agriculture 3 Oil industry 4

Science 12 Risks for migrants 16
Corruption or institutional dishonesty 4 Health 9
Education 7 Tourism 2

Energy 4 Total 61 frames (in 78 texts)

Finally, the results show a clear preference for terms with high emotional impact over technical categories in
terms of conceptual rigour. The concept of “climate refugees” (n = 29) significantly predominates over those
of “climate migrants” (n = 9) and “climate displaced persons” (n = 8). This choice of terminology suggests that
the media opt for the framework of “international protection” and “refuge” to give the news greater gravity,
even though this status is not formally recognised in the Geneva Convention. The most common approach
involves articles that simply establish a general link between migration and climate without using specific
labels (n = 34). This data indicates that, although the Spanish press has internalised the causal link between
the two phenomena, it still lacks a consolidated terminological culture, preferring peripheral descriptions or
euphemisms rather than anchoring itself in defined concepts. Finally, the “relationship between trafficking and
climate migration” (n = 5) is confirmed as the weakest link in the information chain, with a marginal presence
that obscures the risks of criminal exploitation associated with environmentally forced mobility.

4.2. Integration of CDA Results and Discussion

The combined interpretation of content analysis and CDA results reveals a deep fracture in the representation
of the climate-migration nexus in Spain. The information system not only operates as a disseminator of data
but also as an ontological hierarchy device that determines which displacements are worthy of protection and
which are stripped of their political status through diverse discursive strategies.

On certain occasions, the concept of “climate refugee” is trivialised, particularly in the conservative press. In
articles relating to major cultural events, such as ABC’s coverage of the Goya Awards, climate migration is
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portrayed as just one of many issues, with an ironic and mocking tone (Argudo, 2025; Mufioz, 2025). This
disaffection reaches its peak with what could be termed “semantic gentrification"—the expression “climate
refugee” is now used to describe tourists fleeing the summer heat, as evidenced by articles analysed from
El Mundo (Alemany, 2025; Herguedas, 2025). This shift in meaning blurs the framework of structural
vulnerability, transforming a humanitarian tragedy into an anecdote of bourgeois consumption.

In one of the pieces of El Mundo, the journalist uses the concept of climate refugees in a flippant and ironic
way, unrelated to the context of climate change. This kind of “light” use of the term may contribute to numbing
the sense of urgency surrounding a crisis that is already affecting millions of people today. Furthermore, in
phrases such as “the highly uncertain future of all climate refugees roaming the planet” (Espada, 2025), the
use of the verb “roaming,” which is often associated with moving freely from place to place or even with a lack
of control, strips the displaced person of their status as a victim of climate injustice. This reinforces the idea
of an amorphous and wandering mass, which connects with the frameworks of “threat” or “chaos.”

The utilitarian view that classifies migrants as a “nomadic proletariat” persists, prioritising the narrative of
“attraction” (economic benefit for Europe) over that of “expulsion” (climate responsibility), as evidenced in
Pérez's (2025) article in El Pais on December 7. In contrast, the discourse of the Global South, such as the
one represented by the Colombian Ombudsman’s Office in an El Pais piece of 20 September (Marin, 2025),
links climate to social justice and ethnic survival, demanding comprehensive legal frameworks and
employing the standard of “human mobility due to climate crisis,” which overcomes the legal paralysis of the
term “refugee.”

In contrast to the technical narrative, the article published in ElDiario.es on 9 August (Espejo, 2025) considers
the physical dispossession caused by climate change, which leads to “nominalist degradation” within the host
society. The author links Bauman's (1998, as cited in Espejo, 2025) creation of “subclasses” with Schmitt’s
(1922, as cited in Espejo, 2025) idea of sovereign power to “exclude and declare who is outside the law.”
In this framework, the invisibility of the climate-protection nexus is not an informational oversight, but a
functional element of a “bureaucratic ethic” and “obedience” that transforms the displaced into a threat or an
internal enemy. Thus, with this media logic, any possibility of climate justice or “ethical hospitality” is nullified.
The same newspaper notes that this dehumanisation can lead to physical violence, citing the example of
bathers in Granada who knocked down and immobilised migrants who arrived on the beach.

Referring to the alert in the previous article about “obedience” and “sub-humanity,” EIDiario.es on 8 August
refers to the “toxic climate” of the media and political system, as well as the normalisation of xenophobic
discourse that labels migrants as a “threat.” As a result, ordinary citizens feel justified in exercising violence that
the publication defines as “social control outside the rule of law” (Clavell Segura, 2025a). Similar circumstances
are mentioned in six texts labelled under the “security” frame. Conversely, political scientist Nair, in an event
covered by Canarias Ahora (2025), reveals an attempt to shift the media’s focus from the “invasion” narrative
towards governance based on co-development and sustainability, using the statistical evidence that only 3%
of African mobility is headed towards Europe. Morales (2025) from ElDiario.es points out that African migration
from Africa to Spain accounts for less than 2% of the total, despite some people using terms such as “invasion.’
The study found related humanitarian approaches under the labels of “human rights” (n = 21), “solutions”
frameworks (n = 13), as well as in the context of the risks faced by migrants (n = 16).

J
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Although “politics” is a recurring frame in the Spanish media (n = 27), it often lacks explanatory force.
In reference to political communication, Nair in Canarias Ahora (2025) emphasises that ignorance of the
African reality is a structural failure of the media, which not only fails to correct this, but also perpetuates it
by omitting the root causes. While the media often use the framework relating to the impact of the
phenomenon (n = 40) and explain migration using scientific (n = 11), economic (n = 11), or related events
(n = 17) perspectives, they still seem to fail to explain what this really means for people who become climate
migrants. Nair therefore proposes a deconstruction of the media’s vision to integrate climate change as a
driver of sustainability and co-development, and not as an alien catastrophe. This transformation is essential
for the Canary Islands to move from the narrative of a “border wall” to that of a laboratory of social
solidarity. As stated in ElDiario.es piece from 25 December, the Tenerife Immigration Observatory (Morales,
2025) uses academic evidence to place the phenomenon within a global “climate alarm” and a historical
trend of human expansion.

The article in ElDiario.es from 12 September highlights the “climate paradox” in Africa, given that “despite
contributing less than 4% of global emissions and using only 6% of the world’s energy, it is the region most
severely impacted by climate change” (Clavell Segura, 2025b). This argument challenges the notion of “blaming
the migrant,” instead presenting a counter-narrative in which migration is viewed as a consequence of “the
devastating effects of global warming” (Clavell Segura, 2025b). The text shifts the focus of migration away from
the traditional approach of the press, viewing it as an issue of “charity” or “humanitarianism,” and towards
the realm of reparation and international justice. This alludes to the idea that African countries have been
advocating for years: There will be no climate justice without financial justice.

In Spanish newspapers, the outsourcing of articles to external contributors (n = 24) or even in-house
production with the involvement of correspondents (n = 12), as well as the use of expert sources (n = 27),
international organisations (n = 15), and third sector (n = 11), allows for the introduction of technical nuances
into the daily news cycle. Examples found in the sample include the piece published by ElDiario.es on 10 July,
written by experts who argue that climate migration is not universal, but rather a selective and stratified
phenomenon which frequently leads to immobility or internal displacement (Boado Cebolla & Vergne, 2025).
Using technical models, they challenge the idea of “pure climate cause,” cautioning that depoliticising what
are often governance crises and using alarmist headlines about refugees can fuel denialism.

Along these lines, another article from ElDiario.es, dated 16 October, proposes the concept of “neither myth
nor avalanche,” presenting the intention to migrate as a key variable (Pafieda & Meierrieks, 2025). Their study
in Gambia and Senegal shows that migration aspirations increase in the face of irreversible climate effects.
This challenges catastrophic narratives of a mass migration to the North and highlights the need for accounts
that recognise the multiple causes and diversity of contexts.

The Spanish media’s silence regarding the industries responsible for global warming, such as the oil industry
(n = 4), is almost total. In the interview with Vaillant, published in ElDiario.es on 14 January (Actis, 2025),
soon those displaced by fires in Los Angeles sheds light on structural censorship imposed by media
ownership and the hegemony of fossil capital. Vaillant highlights how corporate pressures from the oil
industry prevent the link between human mobility and energy dependence from being recognized. This
coercion explains why the hegemonic narrative prefers to frame migration as a “humanitarian drama” or a
“public order” issue, sidestepping its origin in the collapse of civilisation resulting from the fossil fuel model.
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The link between climate and trafficking, present only in 5 pieces, emerges tangentially in ABC, alerting that
the lack of foresight in the face of mass displacement strengthens criminal networks (Sdnchez, 2025). This
vulnerability is exacerbated in contexts of statelessness, such as the Rohingya crisis referred to in a special
analysis of El Pais published on 24 August, where environmental collapse acts as a catalyst for transnational
crime and child exploitation (Aunién, 2025). The invisibility of this link in the agendas of the Global North
may give rise to interpretations suggesting that governance is shifted towards armed groups, and an
underfunded humanitarian system withdraws. Even in the regional press, in articles analysed from Canarias7,
specialised discourse is absorbed by the crisis management framework, prioritising logistics and resource
distribution narratives over climate causes and trafficking risks. Information saturation in border territories
obscures structural vulnerability, confirming that proximity to a phenomenon does not necessarily lead to a
more in-depth analysis.

Finally, discursive homogenisation is linked to the ownership structure. The duplication of content between
Diario Sur and Canarias7 is evidence of centralized production by the Vocento Group, which favours generic
and security-oriented frameworks. This dynamic oversimplifies the phenomenon, displacing localised
coverage and subordinating the territorial reality to centralised editorial guidelines.

5. Conclusions

The research shows that the media treatment of the climate-migration nexus in the Spanish press in 2025 is
based on a structural paradox: While the phenomenon is becoming quantitatively relevant, its representation
suffers from profound narrative fragmentation and an elision of responsibilities.

The hegemony of international coverage (55.1%) over national and regional coverage reveals a strategy of
delocalising the issue. By projecting climate refuge onto geographically remote scenarios (such as Tuvalu or
the Sahel), the media often activate a mechanism of “distancing” (Chouliaraki & Georgiou, 2022). This
exogenous projection deactivates the political urgency on the Southern border, transforming an immediate
structural challenge into a distant humanitarian spectacle. Despite the focus on “climate change” sections, a
tendency to shift the debate towards more light-hearted or aesthetic contexts (“culture and leisure”)
remains; whilst this may bring the issue to a wider audience, it can also lead to trivialisation if approached
through the lens of science fiction, utopia, or humour. The texts show a systematic evasion of corporate
responsibilities; mention of the sectors driving global warming (oil and energy) is minimal (n = 8), obscuring
the “climate paradox” whereby regions with lower emissions suffer the most severe impacts. The link
between the environmental crisis and human trafficking networks is the weakest link in the agenda (n = 5),
which leaves the most vulnerable groups unprotected and limits migration governance to a purely logistical
or security-based approach. In short, results suggest that the Spanish press might operate under a
“bureaucratic ethic” that treats the climate as an isolated biophysical agent, sidestepping a profound debate
on historical reparations, financial justice, and the reform of international protection frameworks.

By reviving concepts such as “historical reparation” and “humanism,” academia and media have the potential
to dismantle the “bureaucratic ethic” that seems to dominate border management, proposing a narrative in
which mobility is not a disruption but an inherent response to a planet undergoing ecological and social
transformation. Nevertheless, this kind of approach is seldom found in the press.
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Our research has several limitations. For example, it has a non-generalizability limitation of rather small-N
studies. Amplifying the sample by including other national newspapers and regional press from non-border
regions would enrich the results and show if the patterns found hold on a larger scale. Though the
methodology was appropriate to address the research objectives, the inter-rater reliability of results could
have been improved if several analysts were employed, avoiding the interpretative bias of a two-person
team. Also, the results call for future research in terms of a deeper understanding of the underlying
meanings and implications of media narratives. Despite these limitations, the findings of this research have
normative implications for public policy design. Narrative fragmentation suggests that the public receives
incomplete information, hindering the construction of a social consensus for the creation of specific legal
frameworks. It is imperative that the Spanish political agenda shift from managing the “emergency” to
preventive legislation, leading the way in proposing climate visas or temporary protection mechanisms that
recognize environmental degradation as a legitimate driver of forced displacement.

The current discourse, by depoliticizing the problem and presenting it as a biophysical phenomenon, often
misses the opportunity to push for reform in global governance. Therefore, migration governance policies
should address “climate justice” not merely as a theoretical concept, but as an integral part of development
aid and global migration pacts.
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