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GLOSSARY 

Climate / environment change:1 

Climate: the statistical description in terms of the mean and variability of relevant quantities 

over a period of time ranging from months to thousands or millions of years. The classic period 

for averaging these variables is 30 years, as defined by the World Meteorological 

Organisation. The relevant quantities are most often surface variables such as temperature, 

precipitation and wind. Climate in a wider sense is the state, including a statistical description, 

of the climate system. 

Environment:  The environment is the totality of all the external conditions affecting the life, 

development and survival of an organism. 

Climate Change: A change in the state of the climate that can be identified (for example, using 

statistical tests) by changes in the mean and/or the variability of its properties, and that persists 

for an extended period, typically decades or longer. It refers to any change in climate over 

time, whether due to natural variability or as a result of human activity. 

Environmental change:  change or disturbance of the environment both at the local and the 

global level most often caused by human activities and natural processes, including natural 

disasters and animal interaction.  

Climate Change Induced Migration: migration that can be attributed largely to the slow-onset 

impacts of climate change on livelihoods owing to shifts in water availability and crop 

productivity, or to factors such as sea level rise or storm surge. 

Climate Risk: Potential for consequences from climate variability and change where 

something of value is at stake and the outcome is uncertain. Often represented as the 

probability that a hazardous event or trend occurs multiplied by the expected impact. Risk 

results from the interaction of vulnerability, exposure, and hazard. 

Rapid-onset event: Event such as cyclones floods, tsunami and typhoons which take place in 

days or weeks 

Risk: potential for loss, damage, or destruction of an asset as a result of a threat exploiting a 

vulnerability. Thus, it comprises a threat and a vulnerability of an asset (Threat x Vulnerability 

= Risk). 

Slow-onset climate change: Changes in climate parametersðsuch as temperature, 

precipitation, and associated impacts, such as water availability and crop production 

declinesðthat occur over long periods of time, examples of slow-onset events include 

droughts, desertification and rise-sea level. 

                                                           
1 From World Bank climate knowledge portal glossary: 
https://climateknowledgeportal.worldbank.org/themes/custom/wb_cckp/resources/data/CCKP_Glossary_Oct
_2018.pdf 
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Threat: Any natural or man-made circumstance that could have an adverse impact on an 

organisational asset. 

Vulnerability : the propensity or predisposition to be adversely affected. Vulnerability 

encompasses a variety of concepts and elements including sensitivity or susceptibility to harm 

and lack of capacity and resources to cope and adapt. 

 

Migration:2 

Asylum seeker: An individual who is seeking international protection. In countries with 

individualised procedures, an asylum seeker is someone whose claim has not yet been finally 

decided on by the country in which he or she has submitted it. Not every asylum seeker will 

ultimately be recognized as a refugee, but every recognized refugee is initially an asylum 

seeker. 

Circular migration : A form of migration in which people repeatedly move back and forth 

between two or more countries. Can also be used as a coping strategy in the context of climate 

change and environmental degradation, a means to help supplement local incomes. When 

living conditions deteriorate as a result of the effects of natural hazards, environmental 

degradation or climate change, individuals and families may resort to mobility-based strategies 

to reduce risk and build resilience by seeking alternative opportunities within their country or 

abroad. Managed properly, circular or temporary migration can be effective in helping people 

protect life and assets, access assistance and livelihood opportunities and progressively 

return to normalcy as conditions allow. Migration can also support resilient recovery in 

communities and countries of origin by allowing migrants to send back remittances and return 

home with newly acquired knowledge, technology and skills (see The Nansen Initiative, Agenda 

for the Protection of Cross-Border Displaced Persons in the Context of Disaster and Climate Change 

(2015) p. 9) 

Climate migration: The movement of a person or groups of persons who, predominantly for 

reasons of sudden or progressive change in the environment due to climate change, are obliged 

to leave their habitual place of residence, or choose to do so, either temporarily or 

permanently, within a State or across an international border. 

Note: This is a working definition of the International Organisation for Migration with an analytic and 

advocacy purpose which does not have any specific legal value.  

Climate migration is a subcategory of environmental migration; it defines a singular type of 

environmental migration, where the change in the environment is due to climate change. However the 

relation between climate change and migration is complex, sometimes very difficult to detect 

and cannot be reduced to single cause-effect dimension. Migration in this context can be 

associated with greater vulnerability of affected people, particularly if it is forced. Yet, migration 

can also be a form of adaptation to environmental stressors, helping to build resilience of 

affected individuals and communities. 

                                                           
2 From IOM (2019) Migration glossary https://www.iom.int/glossary-migration-2019 
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Climate refugee: This term is now largely discredited, mainly as it is not a term of art in 

international law. Individuals forced to leave their country because of environmental or climatic 

processes or events do not meet the legal definition of órefugeeô. Beyond a few exceptional 

cases, the national governments are generally willing to protect them, even if it may be unable 

to do so, and they are not persecuted on any of the Conventionôs grounds. Moreover, most of 

those who flee environmental degradation or disaster, including when due to climate change, 

do not cross an international border, which is an additional requirement for the application of 

the refugee definition (McAdam, 2009 in IOM, 2019, p. 32). In any case, they could benefit 

from a special protection depending on the legal instruments existing in the State of 

destination. 

However, ï this term is used by NGOs as a campaign and advocacy tool to highlight the plight 

of those forced to leave their homes due to climate change.  

However, in January 2020 a landmark ruling by the UN Human Rights Committee found it is 

unlawful for governments to return people seeking asylum from countries where the climate 

crisis threatens their lives3. The judgement relates to the case of a man from the Pacific nation 

of Kiribati, which is considered one of the countries most threatened by rising sea levels. He applied 

for asylum in New Zealand in 2013. Whilst his asylum claim was not successful, the 

Committeeôs decision included the recognition that ñwithout robust national and international 

efforts, the effects of climate change in receiving states may expose individuals to a violation 

of their rights under articles 6 or 7 of the Covenant, thereby triggering the non-refoulement 

obligations of sending states.ò4 

Convention relating to the Status of Refugees (1951): known also as Geneva Convention, it 

spells out who is a refugee and the kind of legal protection, other assistance and social rights 

a refugee is entitled to receive. The Convention has been later amended by the 1967 Protocol 

which removes the geographical and time limit. 

Environmental migrant : ñA person or group(s) of persons who, predominantly for reasons of 

sudden or progressive changes in the environment that adversely affect their lives or living 

conditions, are forced to leave their places of habitual residence, or choose to do so, either 

temporarily or permanently, and who move within or outside their country of origin or habitual 

residence.ò (IOM, 2014) 

Cross-border/Internally displaced persons: Persons or groups of persons who have been 

forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in particular 

as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of generalised 

violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-made disasters, and who have/have 

not crossed an internationally recognized State border. 

                                                           
3 UN Human Rights Committee, Views adopted by the Committee under article 5 (4) of the Optional Protocol, 
concerning communication No. 2728/2016, 7 January 2020, CCPR/C/127/D/2728/2016. 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jan/20/climate-refugees-cant-be-returned-home-says-landmark-
un-human-rights-ruling   
4https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CCPR%2fC%2f127%
2fD%2f2728%2f2016&Lang=en 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/23/waiting-for-the-tide-to-turn-kiribatis-fight-for-survival
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Migrant : An umbrella term, not defined under international law, reflecting the common lay 

understanding of a person who moves away from his or her place of usual residence, whether 

within a country or across an international border, temporarily or permanently, and for a variety 

of reasons.  

There are many different ways to interpret the term ómigrantô and there is no internationally 

accepted legal definition. The use of the term ómigrantô in the public discourse in Europe is 

extremely loose and often conflates issues of immigration status, race, and asylum (Anderson  

and Blinder, 2019)5 

Migration as adaptation: migration is recognized under the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (also known as the Cancun Adaptation Framework) (2010) as 

a strategy of adaptation, i.e. of ñadjustment to actual or expectedò environmental changes 

(IPCC, 2014:5). However, the ownership of an initial capital can be a prerequisite for 

emigration, rendering this adaptation strategy difficult to access for the most vulnerable 

persons. In other cases, migration can amplify existing vulnerabilities (IOM, 2014). 

Mitigation and adaptation strategies: Indigenous, local and traditional knowledge systems and 

practises, including indigenous peoplesô holistic view of community and environment, are a 

major resource for adapting to climate change, but these have not been used consistently in 

existing adaptation efforts. Integrating such forms of knowledge with existing practises 

increases the effectiveness of adaptation. IOM (2014).  

Increasing efforts to mitigate and adapt to climate change imply an increasing complexity of 

interactions, particularly at the intersections among water, energy, land use and biodiversity, 

but tools to understand and manage these interactions remain limited. Examples of actions 

with co-benefits include (i) improved energy efficiency and cleaner energy sources, leading to 

reduced emissions of health-damaging, climate-altering air pollutants; (ii) reduced energy and 

water consumption in urban areas through greening cities and recycling water; (iii) sustainable 

agriculture and forestry; and (iv) protection of ecosystems for carbon storage and other 

ecosystem services. 

Principle of non-refoulement: core principle of refugee law which asserts that a refugee should 

not be returned to a country where they face serious threats to their life or freedom on account 

of his race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion. 

This protection may not be claimed by refugees who are reasonably regarded as a danger to 

the security of the country, or having been convicted of a particularly serious crime, are 

considered a danger to the community. Enshrined in Article 33 of the Geneva Convention, it 

is now considered a rule of customary international law and thus binds all the Member States 

of the international community regardless of whether they have acceded to the 1951 

Convention or 1967 Protocol. 

Refugee: a legal category defined under international law under the 1951 Geneva Convention 

as: ñperson who, owing to a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country 

of his 

nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of 

that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his former 

                                                           
5 https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Briefing-Who-Counts-as-a-Migrant-
Definitions-and-their-Consequences.pdf 
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habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to 

return to it.ò (Article 1A/2).  



CASE STUDY REPORT    

12 
 

INTRODUCTION  

Who is the climate migrant? And how can we discuss the complex nexus between the climate 

crisis and migration in a manner that is productive and beneficial to those whose lives and 

livelihoods are most at risk from the climate crisis? These are some of the questions that this 

report grapples with and that have been the focus of much discussion throughout the 

#ClimateOfChange project, for which this report is produced. Questions that, sadly, as with all 

things related to discussions on migration, are deeply political in their nature. In seeking to 

answer them, we draw upon empirical research from four case study countries: Cambodia, 

Guatemala, Kenya and Senegal. Research was conducted by the interdisciplinary research 

team based at the University of Bologna, drawing upon combined sociological, agricultural 

and food systems, human-geographical, and legal perspectives, together with partner 

organisations on the ground where we were unable ourselves to conduct fieldwork in the case 

study countries due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

People have been moving in response to changes in their environment, often seasonally, for 

centuries. Indeed, The Atlas of Environmental Migration (Ionesco, Mokhnacheva and 

Gemenne, 2016), gives examples dating as far back as 45,000 years ago, when 

environmental changes and natural disasters played a role in how the population was 

distributed. Yet it is only in the last 20 years or so that the international community has begun 

to slowly recognize the wider linkages and implications that a changing climate and 

environment has on human mobility (Laczko and Aghazarm, 2009). More recently, 

increasingly alarmist narratives of óclimate migrantsô as an invasive threat, moving in large 

numbers from the Global South to the Global North, have emerged. 

Moreover, the ongoing COVID-19 global pandemic has exposed the failure to understand the 

mutually affective connection between humans and nature. Human-led environmental 

destruction has widely been found to have led to the conditions that resulted in the pandemic 

(Chakraborty and Maity, 2020; Pendergrass and Vetesse, 2020; United Nations Environment 

Programme and International Livestock Research Institute, 2020). The intertwining of issues 

is clear, and, as Pendergrass and Vetesse (2020) stress, rather than a separate COVID-19 

crisis and a climate crisis there is but one single, unified environmental crisis. The same toxic 

economic forces are at the heart of both (Ibid). In its most recent report, the Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (2021) concludes that human activity is changing the climate 

in unprecedented and sometimes irreversible ways. Defined as a ñcode red for humanity" by 

UN Secretary General António Guterres, the report warns of increasingly extreme heatwaves, 

droughts and flooding, and a key temperature limit being exceeded in just over a decade. Yet 

whilst the climate crisis may be one across the globe, the impacts are not felt in the same 

manner. 

The Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED) found that people in the 

poorest countries are on average six times more likely than people in rich nations to be injured, 

lose their home, be displaced or evacuated, or require emergency assistance as a result of 

disasters (2018). Thus, the human cost of climate change falls overwhelmingly on low and 

lower-middle income countries: vulnerability to risk and degrees of suffering are determined 

by levels of economic development rather than climate per se (CRED, 2018). Indeed, UN 

Special Rapporteur Philip Alston, in UNHRC report on climate change and poverty (UNHRC, 

2019), highlighted an ñincreasing risk of climate apartheidò. There is deep inequality in the 
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impact of natural disasters, for example, researchers have shown that Hurricane Katrina and 

subsequent population displacements in the US had much more to do with social and political 

causes, including racial inequalities, than with narrowly natural ones. In October 2021, the UN 

Human Rights Council recognized the universal right to a safe, clean, healthy, and sustainable 

environment and created a Special Rapporteur on human rights and climate change. This right 

is not available to many people the world over, particularly people of colour. 

Mobility too is experienced in dramatically different ways across the globe. As Hirst and 

Thompson pointed out in 1999, states still control their borders and the movement of people 

across them, and so, despite the rhetoric of globalisation, ñthe bulk of the worldôs population 

lives in closed worlds, trapped by the lottery of birthò. Thus, the freedom to move has become 

a stratifying factor of todayôs world (Bauman 1998; Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013) and those 

groups whose spontaneous mobility is considered suspect may be subject to enforced 

immobility (Musarò, 2019). The passport index6 is indicative of the vast disparities in mobility 

experienced across the globe. Its rankings are based on the number of destinations their 

holders can access; All four case study countries rank very low in this index. Thus, for 

example, whilst a young person from the European Union may travel across the globe with 

relative ease for work or study, to enhance their employment prospects, or life experiences, 

youth in these areas may not. 

To óde-naturaliseô the climate crisis, often portrayed as natural disasters which invisibilise both 

the socio-political responsibilities and the global inequalities at the heart of the crisis, our 

research draws on sociologist Mimi Shellerôs concept of ómobility justiceô (2018). This 

expands the notion of climate justice, broadening our understanding to include climate change, 

unsustainable urbanisation and unsustainable bordering systems as a combined crisis. The 

concept reflects the interconnecting strands that emerge from the project: the right to mobility, 

the right to live in a healthy environment, and the unequal access to such rights across the 

globe. This approach recognises the impact of colonialism on both mobilities and places, and 

that adaptive capacity is highly uneven, mediated by intersectional considerations, such as 

oneôs position in relation to capital, gender, ethnicity, class, race (Boas et al., 2019). 

Indeed, intersectional factors7 play a key role in the impact of the climate crisis: óVulnerable 

communities are not homogenous; instead, they are gendered intersectional (by class, race, 

Indigeneity, migrant status, etc.)ô (Sultana, 2021, p. 3). The effects of the climate crisis are 

often gendered (Lama et al., 2021; Ajibade and Siders, 2021). For example, the ecological 

and health burdens of flooding or water scarcity are disproportionately borne by women 

because of their greater domestic duties and gendered roles in the household (Ajibade and 

Siders, 2021). It is also recognised that women are mostly responsible for finding in-place 

solutions as men migrate to urban areas in search of opportunities and that this then increases 

the burden of responsibilities on women such as their share of agricultural work, water 

management, and household chores. Additionally, race and ethnicity play a role, and 

indigenous communities are most affected by the climate crisis. Globally, communities of 

colour are most exposed to toxins and pollutants (Beyond Plastics, 2021). Engagement with 

                                                           
6 https://www.passportindex.org/ 
7 The concept of intersectionality describes the ways in which systems of inequality based on gender, race, 
ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΣ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΣ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ άƛƴǘŜǊǎŜŎǘέ ǘƻ 
create unique dynamics and effects (CIJ - Center for intersectional justice). 



CASE STUDY REPORT    

14 
 

intersectionality draws out the intertwined systems of oppression and exploitation that 

enhance vulnerabilities. 

Definitions and data challenges 

There is significant critical scholarship of the nexus between the climate crisis and migration 

(Geddes et al., 2012; Baldwin, 2013; Bettini, 2013; Boas et al., 2019; Durand-Delacre et al., 

2021) and scholars have shown that, ócategorizing climate migrants as distinguishable from 

non-climate migrants is not empirically possibleô (Boas et al. 2019, p. 902). There is no direct 

link and for many people, migration can be a continual process rather than a one-off decision 

and action, and the factors that influence decision-making around migration are complex and 

numerous (Kelman, 2020). As yet, there are insufficient empirical studies and robust models 

to establish a set of unquestionable causalities between climate change and migration (Boas 

et al., 2019; Renou and Diallo, 2019; Durand-Delacre et al., 2021). Following a review of 

published studies on the subject, the IPCC concludes, on the basis of the complex multicausal 

nature of migration, that "It is difficult to categorize any individual as a climate migrant" and 

that "there is widespread agreement in the scientific and legal literature that the use of the 

term climate refugee is scientifically and legally problematic" (2014, p. 771). Thus, for the 

IPCC, the óclimate refugeeô, or óclimate migrantô does not exist. 

Distinguishing the role of slow-onset environmental phenomena in future migration is subject 

to significant uncertainties, given the multiple factors at play in decisions to migrate and in 

long-term development processes (Flavell, et al., 2020). Data on displacement in the context 

of sudden-onset natural disasters are more widely available, but are often limited to estimates 

of numbers displaced, and often do not indicate duration or geographical patterns of 

displacement or provide insights into the impacts on peopleôs vulnerability. The Internal 

Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC) provides annual estimates for the number of people 

newly displaced within their country by sudden-onset events (floods, earthquakes etc.), but 

these are subject to a number of limitations. This leaves a considerable margin for 

inaccuracies, including lack of data on distance, duration and severity of displacement, and 

the risk of duplicate counting where multiple disasters affect the same location within a given 

year (Flavell et al., 2020). However, whilst it might not be possible to identify direct casualty, 

it is evident that the climate crisis both directly and indirectly shapes human mobility and that 

the negative impacts of the crisis are increasing. 

The recent World Bank Groundswell report (2021) finds that climate change is an influencing 

factor in internal migration and estimates that by 2050 approximately 216 million people may 

be forced to leave their home. It is important to note here that this figure relates to internal 

migration, and not cross-border, as these movements are often framed. Yet despite this focus, 

alarmist narratives continue to lead to migrants being portrayed as óthreatsô from the Global 

South to North, when, in reality, the vast majority of movements are internal, or to 

neighbouring countries. There is also a growing understanding that some of the people most 

vulnerable to environmental changes are, and will be, unable to move, as mobility also 

depends upon social and economic capital. Again, these more nuanced messages are often 

lost in media discourses, and numbers are (mis)used to exacerbate fear narratives (Boas et 

al., 2019; Durand-Delacre et al., 2021; Lietaer and Durand-Delacre, 2021). As Baldwin and 

Bettini highlight, climate change itself is portrayed as óa migration crisis in the makingô (2017, p. 1). 
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Despite significant critical scholarship of the nexus, óclimate-induced migrationô is now a 

common rationale for enhancing border control in the Global North (Boas et al. 2019). 

Resources going towards border enforcement compared with resources going into 

climate mitigation are significantly higher. The priority is security (von Lucke, 2021) and 

can be seen in increasing militarization of borders (Miller et al., 2021). The EU budget for the 

management of external borders, migration and asylum for 2021-2027 increased by 2.6 times, 

amounting to more than 34.9 billion Euros, compared to 13 billion Euros for 2014-2020. Recent 

market research reports project the compound annual growth rate for this global border 

security market to be between 7.2 and 8.6 % (65 to 68 million US dollars) in 2025 (Market 

Research Future, 2019 in OHCHR, 2020). Oxfamôs research into funding allocated via the 

European Commissionôs EU Trust Fund for Africa, reveals that spending of Official 

Development Assistance (ODA) is increasingly being tied to the EUôs desire to stop irregular 

migration (Raty and Shilhav, 2020)8. Critique of this fund is also prevalent in scholarship 

(Nshimbi and Moyo, 2016; Mager, 2018; Zardo, 2020). 

The recent Transnational Institute report (Miller et al., 2021, finds that the worldôs biggest 

emitters of greenhouse gases are spending on average, 2.3 times as much on arming their 

borders as they are on climate finance. Seven countries in particular ï responsible for 48% of 

the worldôs historic greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions ï collectively spent at least twice as 

much on border and immigration enforcement (more than $33.1 billion) as on climate finance 

($14.4 billion) between 2013 and 2018. According to the Climate Equity Calculator, the US is 

currently the source of 30% of GHG emissions; the EU, 18%; China, 16%; Japan, 4%; 

Canada, 3%; and Australia, 2% (in Miller at al., 2021). 

This report will unpick some of the realities behind the scaremongering headlines about so-

called óclimate migrantsô through a focus on four case study countries, in which the lived reality 

of the climate crisis is already being felt. The report draws on the perceptions and lived realities 

of climate vulnerable people in the four countries with the aim of centralising their views. In 

these countries, for the people on whom this report focuses, the climate crisis is not a future 

threat, as for many countries in Europe, although even here wildfires, droughts and coastal 

erosion are increasingly occurring. For the people in this report, the climate crisis is a reality 

of the here and now and demands attention and policy responses right now. Policy responses, 

however, that are nuanced and balanced and do not fall into crisis emergency narratives which 

risk framing people compelled to move as a threat. The report takes a bottom-up approach, 

aiming to improve knowledge drawing from an evidence base that is not based solely upon 

(male) Global North based academics and to include voices from the Global South (Schipper 

et al., 2021). 

Legal frameworks to address climate mobilities: the current context 

The international community has long been reluctant to include the reality of human mobility 

in the context of disasters and adverse effects of climate change within those legal documents 

specifically dedicated to migration issues. However, the trend has progressively changed. 

Indeed, a range of high-level commitments, policy instruments, stakeholder partnerships, and 

mechanisms already exist that provide guidance on how to address internal and cross-border 

                                                           
8 The European Union Emergency Trust Fund for stability and addressing root causes of irregular migration and 
displaced persons in Africa (EUTF for Africa) was created to address the root causes of instability, forced 
displacement and irregular migration and to contribute to better migration management. See: 
https://ec.europa.eu/trustfundforafrica/index_en. 
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displacement related to the adverse effects of the climate crisis. Some of the existing 

frameworks are outlined below. 

 

In 2015, the Nansen Initiative on Disaster-Induced Cross-Border Displacement and its 

successor, the Platform on Disaster Displacement, were instrumental in putting climate 

change and disaster displacement on the global policymaking map. These State-led yet 

bottom-up consultative processes involving government officials, experts, affected 

communities, and civil society have helped to generate and coordinate research on disaster 

displacement, and have led to more nuanced understandings about the phenomenon. In turn, 

they have secured the inclusion of important references to disasters, climate change, and 

human mobility in a number of hard and soft law international instruments. They include: the 

Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015ï2030; the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development; the Agenda for Humanity, annexed to the UN Secretary-Generalôs report for the 

2016 World Humanitarian Summit. 

The 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, also known as the Geneva 

Convention of 28 July 1951 or the 1951 Refugee Convention provides legal protection for 

people forced to migrate within very specific parameters. Environmental reasons do not fall 

within the scope of the Convention. Two new instruments regulating migration were adopted 

in 2018: the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (Migration Compact) and 

the Global Compact on Refugees (Refugee Compact). While the latter does not deal with 

environmental mobility, the Migration Compact, drawing expressly on the recommendations 

of the Nansen Initiative, sets out the need to: (a) strengthen information sharing and analysis 

to better understand and address mobility in the context of disasters, climate change, and 

environmental degradation; (b) develop adaptation and resilience strategies, which may 

include migration; (c) integrate displacement considerations into disaster preparedness 

strategies; (d) ensure access to humanitarian assistance and promote sustainable outcomes 

that increase resilience and self-reliance; and (e) develop coherent approaches to address 

the challenges of migration in this context. 

The Global Compacts are not legally binding and therefore their implementation relies on 

the political will of the States. However, even though there are still some grey areas (i.e. with 

reference to regular entry routes), the Migration Compact in particular may be a óray of hopeô 

since it has the potential to be óthe centre of gravity for future discussions and actions on 

disaster- and climate change-related human mobilityô (Kªlin 2018). Particularly, objective 5 

enshrines the commitment to enhancing regular migration pathways, including for ómigrants in 

a situation of vulnerabilityô (para 21). Further, States ócommit to adapt options and pathways 

for regular migration in a manner that facilitates é and responds to the needs of migrants in 

a situation of vulnerability, with a view to expanding and diversifying availability of pathways 

for safe, orderly and regular migrationô (para 21). To realise this commitment, States can draw 

on a range of actions, including developing or building óon existing national and regional 

practises for admission and stay é for migrants compelled to leave their countries of origin 

owing to sudden-onset natural disasters and other precarious situationsô (para 21(g)). There 

is explicit mention of cross-border planned relocation or visa options for permanent stay (para 

21(h)). 

An indirect reference to the relationship between climate change and individuals appears in 

the preamble of the 2015 Paris Agreement, acknowledging that climate change is a common 
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concern of humankind. Accordingly, óthe Parties should, when taking action to address climate 

change, respect, promote and consider their respective obligations on human rights, the right 

to health, the rights of indigenous peoples, local communities, migrants [é]ô. Following the 

entry into force of the Paris Agreement, a Task Force on Displacement of the Warsaw 

International Mechanism for Loss and Damage was also launched in 2017 as part of the 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) process óto develop 

recommendations for integrated approaches to avert, minimise, and address displacement 

related to the adverse impacts of climate changeô. Despite these commitments, during the last 

COP26 held in Glasgow in November 2021, no explicit references to the phenomenon of 

climate-induced migration, nor to the needs of the communities most affected by climate 

change were promoted, thus slowing down the process of raising awareness about this 

challenge at the global level.  

The four case studies: Cambodia, Guatemala, Kenya and Senegal 

Case study countries were chosen owing to their geographical location and vulnerability to the 

climate crisis. Located in the tropical belt, all four countries are experiencing natural disasters 

with increased frequency and intensity. The impacts of such disasters are then compounded 

by lack of adaptive capacity. Selected areas within each country were chosen to examine 

mobility patterns and the possible nexus with climate change. Migration patterns are 

geographically and historically specific to each case study area: in Senegal focus was placed 

upon areas that are both migrant arrival and transit destinations, including for irregular 

migration to Europe; in Kenya, the focus was on nomadic pastoralists who are less able to adapt 

to changes in the environment as they are tied to their animal herds, and hence are more 

prone to migrate locally; in Cambodia and Guatemala, aside from internal migration patterns 

relating to temporary/ seasonal work, where international migration occurs it is strongly 

regional and thus focus was placed on specific regions to examine this. 

Cambodia:  

Cambodia is consistently ranked among the top ten countries most vulnerable to climate 

change, predominantly due to lack of adaptive capacity. It remains highly susceptible to 

climate change as a large part of the population is still dependent on the farming and fisheries 

sectors, which are predominantly rainfed, and the mainly rural population is largely dependent 

on natural resources for food, shelter and income which makes them highly vulnerable to 

climate change. The country has one of the fastest growing economies in the world, but growth 

has been very unequal across the population and is characterised by widespread land-

grabbing, significant environmental destruction, and marginalisation of the poor, minorities, 

and indigenous peoples. Many Cambodians would prefer to stay in Cambodia and remain 

closer to their families, but as there are insufficient job opportunities in Cambodiaôs urban 

areas, and the climate crisis and socio-economic factors are reducing agricultural livelihoods, 

many Cambodians are compelled to migrate. In the selected area of Battambang, migration 

is predominantly to Thailand and often irregular. 

Guatemala:  

Guatemala is also listed among the worldôs 10 most vulnerable countries to the effects of 

climate change. The country is experiencing rural environmental degradation, due also to 

depletion and exploitation of natural resources, especially due to mono-cultural expansion and 

deforestation. The largest migratory movements are internal, from rural-to-rural communities: 

people move both permanently or temporarily (for seasonal work on coffee or sugar 
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plantations, for example) but there is also an increase in migrants intercepted at US border, 

in particular families and unaccompanied minors9. 

Kenya:  

In Kenya, internal migration is significant and manifests mainly as ruralïurban owing to a 

number of factors, including internal conflicts and natural disasters. In particular, drought and 

floods are causing significant displacement, especially among pastoralists who experience 

frequent loss of livestock and limited access to land, resources, and markets. The use of 

evictions to realise development and environmental protection projects have also contributed 

to displacement, driving people off private, public, and communally owned land in both urban 

and wilderness areas. Although Kenya is considered a lower middle-income country, key 

challenges continue to be seen in the countryôs inequality and poverty levels, which has 

increased the countryôs economic vulnerability to shocks. This is leading some people to 

migrate beyond Kenya's borders towards neighbouring States or Europe in search of a 

livelihood. 

Senegal: 

Senegal is highly environmentally fragile and faces concomitant sea level rise, coastal erosion, 

soil salinization, maritime storms and depletion of fish stocks and biodiversity. The country has 

a high incidence of climate-sensitive economic activities, including farming and fishing. This is 

due to the high population density and the concentration of almost all economic activities in 

coastal areas. The case study areas of Dakar and Saint Louis were purposefully selected to 

capture some of the complexities of mobilities and the interaction of the climate crisis with 

historical mobility patterns. Rural migrants from Senegalôs internal regions migrate to these 

urban coastal areas to work, often in the fishing industry to finance their agricultural activities. 

Once seasonal, these historical mobility patterns are shifting through the combined impacts of 

the climate crisis and socio-economic structural factors destroying agricultural livelihoods. At 

the same time, the local fishing industries themselves are impacted by urbanisation and the 

rural exodus, as well as the climate crisis. These fishing communities are thus simultaneously 

arrival and transit points for migrants from internal rural areas, as well as some neighbouring 

countries, and departure points for some seeking to reach a hoped-for better life in Europe.  

                                                           
9 The UNHCR and UNICEF (2014: 22) consider unaccompanied minors to be any person under the age of eighteen 
who is outside his or her country of origin or habitual residence and who has been separated from both parents 
and other relatives and who is not being cared for by an adult who, by law or custom, is responsible for doing 
so. 
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METHODOLOGY  

1. Research Team 
The University of Bologna (UNIBO) coordinated the research element of the project. The 

UNIBO interdisciplinary research team draws on expertise from four different departments:  

 Sociology and Business Law 

 Agricultural and Food Sciences 

 History and Cultures 

 Political and Social Sciences 

Working across disciplinary boundaries is important for furthering knowledge and reciprocal 

awareness. Studies have also shown that interdisciplinary research can be more accountable 

and innovative (Barry et al., 2008). Each discipline has its own specific methodological 

approach, with some cross-over. The research was then both interdependent and distinct at 

the same time. 

The research adopted an action research methodology upholding the belief that it is 

important to conduct research óby, with and for people, rather than research on peopleô 

(Reason & McArdle, 2004:1). Action research has been defined as "the study of a social 

situation with a view to improving the quality of action within it" (Elliott, 1991:69). Within this 

approach, monitoring and evaluation run beside research activities. We worked in 

collaboration with ClimateOfChange project partners from the non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) and statutory sectors across Europe and our associates in the Global 

South to draw upon their expertise on the ground. Innovative NGO-Academic partnership can 

help bridge knowledge divides and lead to impactful, relevant research (Shucksmith, 2016).  

2. The impact of COVID19 on research activities  
The research was conducted during the global COVID19 pandemic and thus for obvious 

reasons had to be significantly redesigned. Instead of in-person fieldwork trips, the research 

team was forced to fully rethink the methodology, and instead conduct research remotely in 3 

of the selected countries. It was only possible for UNIBO to visit Senegal.  

In addition, owing to the significant deterioration of the security situation in Ethiopia during the 

course of 2020, it was no longer feasible or safe to conduct research in the country. As a 

result, the decision was made in 2021 to focus upon Kenya instead, where a team of WeWorld 

is located. 

 

3. Preparing the field visits: desk analysis 
The pre-field visit activities were carried out between June to October 2020. These activities 

helped the development of the initial stages of the project and included a comprehensive 

scientific literature review (including a general bibliography, legal briefing with definition and 

legal framework), key remote interviews, visual analysis/critical discourse analysis and 

analysis of secondary data.  

3.1 Literature review 
A mixed method approach was adopted by drawing upon and integrating the desk literature 

review and interviews with key stakeholders to widen the scope of the empirical data and 

provide a richer resource for analysis. The existing literature was mapped by considering the 
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different perspectives in the sociological, agricultural, geographical and legal fields and 

sourced using ProQuest database, Google Scholar and specific field-related literature and 

doctrines. An intersectional approach was adopted throughout. Analysis of grey literature, 

including the main documents issued by relevant actors in the field, i.e. IOM, the UN and 

NGOs, was also conducted alongside relevant secondary data from official sources 

(international reports, databases, etc.). Results from this part of the research are summarised 

in section 6 below. 

3.2 Remote research 
Interviews were conducted remotely with a range of key actors in each case study country. In 

June 2020, the UNIBO team carried out desk-based research to identify suitable research 

participants. Whilst the aim of the research project was to gain input from those whose lives 

are directly impacted by climate change, such interviewees are extremely difficult to access in 

person, yet alone remotely. Therefore, the research focused on key professionals to give an 

overview of the issues facing people living in the case study countries to identify potential 

patterns, as well as trends and differences in each in relation to climate change, migration and 

their interaction. The interviews also functioned as a scoping study to identify organisations 

and locations of interest that would also be feasible for research on the ground. 

Participants were selected either via snowball technique from pre-existing contacts, or 

contacts from project partners, with particular attention to those working on climate change 

and/or migration in each case study country. However, the majority were sourced through 

online research processes and cold-calling the authors of relevant research reports, media 

outputs or NGO projects. Cold-calling can suffer from selection bias since particular groups of 

people are more prone to respond to direct mailing, like public figures (for example local 

authorities, government officials) and, equally, it is not possible to reach more vulnerable, at-

risk participants as they would not have the technology or language skills to participate. 

From mid-June 2020 to September 2020, the research team conducted a total of 35 (3 

general + 32 country-specific) remote interviews with key stakeholders from a range of 

organisations (including local and international non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 

intergovernmental organisations (IGOs), research institutions and statutory bodies working on 

climate change and/or migration (see Table 1 for an overview and Appendix I for the complete 

list). Interviews were conducted in line with the University of Bologna ethics guidelines10 via a 

number of platforms (MS Teams, Zoom, Skype, WhatsApp). All interviewees were informed 

as to the scope and purposes of the project and were given the opportunity to remain 

anonymous. Many, particularly in Cambodia, given the autocratic government, chose to do so. 

Pursuant to art. 13 of Regulation (EU) 2016/679 (General Data Protection Regulation), all 

personal data is held by UNIBO and processed in compliance with the requirements of 

Regulation (EU) 2016/679 (General Data Protection Regulation) and Decree 196 dated 30 

June 2003 and subsequent amendments and additions (Data Protection Code). 

Interviews were semi-structured, involving primarily open-ended questions and were tailored 

to the specific roles of the figures interviewed but all focused on four macro-topics: climate 

change, migration, policies and media.  Interviews were conducted in English, Spanish, 

French and Italian, on the basis of intervieweesô preferences.  

                                                           
10 https://www.unibo.it/en/university/who-we-are/ethical-code-of-behaviour (last access: 01/09/2020) 

https://www.unibo.it/en/university/who-we-are/ethical-code-of-behaviour
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Thematic analysis was conducted, and findings shared between researchers and then revised 

by another researcher so as to ensure consistency in interpretation and analysis. The research 

team engaged regularly in peer debriefing to question and reflect on the process and emerging 

key issues. 

 

Table 1 Interviews per country and type of respondents 

 

Researc

h 

institutio

n 

Non 

Governamental 

Organisations 

(NGO) 

Inter-

Governamental 

Oraganisations 

(IGO) 

Other Total 

General 

context 
1 - 2 - 3 

Cambodia 1 3 2 4 10 

Guatemala 2 4 2 - 8 

Senegal 1 4 2 - 7 

4. Fieldwork in the four case studies 
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and ensuing travel restrictions, UNIBO could only conduct 

research in person in Senegal. In the other three countries, fieldwork was conducted remotely: 

In Cambodia and Guatemala, the research was subcontracted to specialised companies via 

tender; and in Kenya it was conducted by the local WeWorld team. 

4.1 Focus groups 
A minimum of two focus groups were held in each country: one in a urban area and one in a 

rural area (in Senegal we conducted two in each location, four in total). Focus groups included 

a mixture of people from a range of ages, socio-economic backgrounds and gender. Focus 

groups are useful tools for the understanding of motivations that underlie perceptions and 

opinions on environmental change, as well as to identify, through discussion and comparison, 

the conditions and actions that could lead to migration strategies (Bloor at. al, 2001). The 

group nature of this approach has been shown to enable participants to open up more, as the 

discussion focuses upon general and non-personal issues. These discussions were mainly 

aimed at identifying any key economic, environmental and social drivers of migration; and to 

draw out individual strategies, perceptions and choices of families and communities; to 

consider the economic, environmental and social impacts of migration on agricultural and rural 

areas; explore the concept of climate and environmental (in)justice, and finally to examine the 

false binary between voluntary/forced migration. 

The focus group setting can enable participants to have greater control over the themes 

discussed than in the interview setting, as well as provide a medium through which to elicit 

their views on particular topics (Gunaratnam, 2013). It is also appropriate as a timely method 

within a short time period in a ónon-threatening environmentô (Krueger, 1994). Additionally, 

within the focus group space, to enable participants to feel comfortable to talk, we included 

some ñexercisesò (activity-oriented questions) to accompany questions, such as choosing 
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photographs related to migration and climate change and brainstorming games (Colucci, 

2007) - see Appendix II.  Such activities provide for different ways to gather information and 

are beneficial, for instance, for more reflective thoughts not overly framed by researchersô 

questions. They may help more introverted people to interact within the group. Focus groups 

involved interpreters where appropriate.  

 

4.2 In-depth interviews with key informants  
Since different methodologies privilege different portrayals of environmental change risks and 

migration dynamics, we highlight how plural methodological approaches can capture a 

broader range of perspectives. Focus groups discussion were then enhanced with between 

15 to 30 in-depth personal interviews per country. We selected interviewees both from rural 

areas and urban cities, from those who have faced environmental challenges (either slow-

onset environmental change or rapid-onset disasters) in their everyday life. We used semi-

structured (see Appendix III for more details) interview questions that allow participants to 

explain in greater detail the reasons for their migration decision and/or their adaptation 

strategies, and how environmental and other factors influenced these decisions. Short 

questionnaires with demographic and socio-economic information were also collected from 

individuals interviewed. Interpreters were used where appropriate.  

4.3 Visual storytelling  
A central component of this research is to raise awareness of contexts and situations across 

the different layers of society. As such, the researchers collected audio-visual material to fuel 

the campaigning and advocacy activities of the project for the purpose of raising awareness 

of issues relating to the climate crisis and mobility. The case studies proposed focus on giving 

a human face to data and evidence (Gemenne, 2011; Manzo 2010). Visual storytelling can 

help overcome narratives around the climate crisis that can be too abstract and difficult to 

visualise and instead draw attention to the devastating impact on lives and livelihoods. The 

general aim was to provide personal stories, co-constructed by migrants themselves, as well 

as activists and academics, to which people can connect.  

4.4 Climate Diaries  
The COVID-19 situation also opened up new creative possibilities to conduct research through 

visual methods and remote coordination via WhatsApp. Via our methodology of óclimate 

diariesô (Giacomelli and Walker, 2021), we asked participants to share photos and perceptions 

of the climate crisis over a period of time through a WhatsApp group.  

Figure 1 Focus group on the beach, Guet Ndar, Saint Louis, Senegal 
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Every week we asked participants to answer visually with a photo taken with their smartphones 

followed by a small explanation of the photo and why they chose to share it. Each participant 

could share up to 10 pictures in response to each question. 

The questions were the following:  

1. Introduction: Who are you? Visually introduce yourself (selfie or whatever you think 

represents you). 

2. First week: What is climate change for you? How is climate change affecting your life? 

3. Second week: Picture places in your city/village that changed in the last 10 years due 

to climate change? Participants could share, for example, if they have any, old pictures 

that show the differences between past and present in the environment. 

4. Third week: How do you cope with changes in the environment? 

5. Fourth week (mobility/migration): What is mobility/migration for you? How is the 

mobility/mobility of your relative affecting your life/that of your family? 

4.5 Household Surveys 
As an interdisciplinary research project, qualitative data was enhanced by a quantitative 

approach which can capture larger responses in a set area.   

A new project specific household survey was designed on the basis of the desk analysis and 

remote interviews to collect both migration and environmental data and analyse the connection 

between them. 

The survey uses the broad definition of household provided by FAO: ña household is based 

on the arrangements made by persons, individually or in groups, to provide themselves with 

food or other essentials for living. The persons in the group may pool their incomes and assets 

and have a common budget to a greater or lesser extentò. 

The two other operational definitions of the two key terms for the study are migration and 

climate change. Regarding migration we consider:  

ǒ households that moved to the sampled area from outside in the previous 36 months; 

or 

ǒ A current or previous household member moved from the sampled area to outside for 

a minimum of one month in the last 36 months. 

For the purposes of this study, impacts of climate change is defined as: 

ǒ Partial or total destruction of housing where homes are blown down by strong winds, 

washed away by flooding, or fires from natural causes (e.g., lightning strike, wildfires);  

ǒ Partial or total destruction of property (e.g., agricultural land, crops, and/or land/soil 

damage) caused by adverse weather conditions (i.e., flooding, drought, wildfires, 

and/or storms); 

ǒ Poor crop yields caused by weather conditions; and 

ǒ Negative impact to farming/fishing activities caused by climate conditions (e.g., 

migration patterns of fish resulting in lower catches than normal) 

The aim of the survey was to analyse different aspects of rural households in the selected 

case study areas of Cambodia, Guatemala, and Kenya and the strategies they adopt to 

manage the impacts of climate change. In particular, we considered overall livelihood 

strategies, migration patterns by family members, changes in agricultural resources allocation, 

gender/generational roles and decision making before and after migration, and allocation of 
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remittances to better understanding feedback processes between livelihoods and mobility 

patterns both within each case study and across case studies, helping to draw general 

lessons. 

The questionnaire was composed of a general backbone that was identical for all case studies 

so to ensure comparability, with some specific terminology and questions adapted to each 

specific local context. 

The sample frame was devised from the results of the desk analysis. The survey design 

method requires sufficient numbers of ñrecent migrantsò (along with non-migrants) (Bilsborrow 

et al 2009). Two strategies for sampling were utilised: purposive sampling and probability 

proportional to size (PPS) sampling, depending on the context of activity. 

Since the case studies focus on local context-specific situations, the sample remained 

between 200 and 400 units: 

ǒ 200-400 participants  

ǒ General population, male and female, from 18 to 65 years old, resident in the selected 

region 

ǒ Half hour questionnaire  

5. Case Studies in detail  

5.1 Senegal 
The University of Bologna research team visited Senegal in May 2021. The team worked with 

two Senegalese facilitators, Modou Mbaye in Saint Louis, and Mamadou Diaw in Dakar, who 

acted as cultural and linguistic bridges. This also allowed for continual reflection on the 

research findings and some particularities of Senegalese culture, expressions in the Wolof 

language, and understandings of the environment itself. Such issues do not necessarily reflect 

Eurocentric perspectives and this reflexivity was vital to enhancing understanding: 

ǒ A one-month climate diary: 30 participants (15 from rural areas - St. Louis, 15 from 

urban areas - Dakar)  

ǒ Focus groups: 4 groups (5-10 people each, gender and age diverse): 2 in Dakar 2 in 

Saint Louis  

ǒ In-depth interviews: 35  

 

5.2 Guatemala  
Fieldwork in Guatemala was outsourced to two specialised companies: Kantar Mercaplan for 

the household survey; SociaLab for climate diaries, focus groups and in-depth interviews. 

ǒ A one-month climate diary: 30 participants (15 from rural areas, 15 from urban 

areas). 

ǒ Focus groups: 4 groups (5-10 people each, gender and age diverse), 2 in an urban 

area (Guatemala City) and 2 from a rural area (1 in Chuicullil Village, Nahualá, Sololá 

and 1 in Vásquez Village, Totonicapán).  

ǒ In-depth interviews: 11 participants. 

ǒ Household survey: 400 households, male and female, from 18 to 65 years old, 

representative of the rural population of the province of Totonicapán having 

experienced climate change and/or having one migrant member within the HH.  
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5.3 Cambodia 
Fieldwork in Cambodia was outsourced to two specialised companies: Angkor research for 

the household survey; RUPP (Royal University of Phnom Penh) for climate diaries, focus 

groups and in-depth interviews. 

ǒ A one-month climate diary: 30 participants (Battambang). 

ǒ Focus groups: 2 groups (5-10 people each, gender and age diverse), 1 in 

Battambang, 1 in Phnom Penh  

ǒ In-depth interviews: 16 participants (4 in Phnom Penh and 12 in Battambang 

province). 

ǒ Household survey: 200 households, male and female, from 18 to 65 years old, 

representative of the rural population of Battambang having one migrant member 

within the HH. 

5.4 Kenya 
Fieldwork was outsourced to WeWorld and its local team.  

ǒ A one-month climate diary: 30 participants (Merti and Isiolo). 

ǒ Focus groups: 2 groups (7 people each, gender and age diverse), 1 in Merti, 1 in 

Isiolo 

ǒ In-depth interviews: 10 participants (Merti and Isiolo) 

ǒ Household survey: 200 households, male and female, from 18 to 65 years old, 

representative of the rural population of Merti having experienced climate change 

and/or having one migrant member within the HH.  

 
Table 2 Overview of field work activities 

 
Country 

Qualitative Quantitative 

Focus 
Groups 

Interviews Climate Diaries Household survey 

Out 
source
d 

Cambodia 2 (x5/7pp) 15 30 250 

Guatemala 2 (x5/7pp) 10 30 400 

Kenya  2 (x5/7pp) 10 30 200 

UniBo Senegal 2 (x5/7pp) 35 30 NA 

 

6.  Capturing the complexities of migration   
The household survey and questionnaire design were based upon a framework deriving from 

desk analysis. The focus was predominantly rural communities, owing to the case study 

locations. However, we are cognizant the climate crisis also deeply affects urban areas and 

mobility patterns in complex and multiple ways. Several scholars contend the interaction 

between environmental degradation and migration is complex and difficult to quantify and 

separate from other causes (economical, political, social ones) especially when gradual 

changes are considered compared to climate shocks (Bardsley et al., 2010; Cattaneo et al., 

2019).  
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ñThere are as many reasons for migrating as there are migrantsò 

In scientific literature, the forces that engender and perpetuate migration flows are defined as 

ómigration driversô. Some of these drivers may be external to prospective migrants, involving 

narratives of migration itself, structural and institutional factors, while others are connected to 

peopleôs agency, their social experiences, their perspectives and their ability to improve their 

life conditions or cope with life's challenges (FAO et. al., 2018). They act in different directions 

as they can either facilitate, limit, prevent or trigger migration decisions. Migration drivers 

increase or decrease the desirability of the act of migration, the likelihood of particular 

migration patterns, and the attractiveness of destinations. Sometimes the word ódeterminantsô 

is used instead of ódriversô suggesting a stronger link, sometimes even causal, between 

structural factors and migration. However, due to the intrinsic role of human agency in the 

decisions regarding migration this report follows scholars (Carling and Talleraas 2016; de 

Haas 2011 among others) who prefer the term ódriverô of migration as ñstructural elements that 

enable and constrain the exercise of agency by social actorsò and they work by ñ[é] making 

certain decisions, routes or destinations more likely and bringing them within the orbit of 

peopleôs capabilitiesò (Van Hear et al. 2018: 928). 

Scientists and experts have identified a number of fundamental dimensions of migration 

drivers including economic, political, social, cultural, demographic, and ecological factors (for 

comprehensive reviews see e.g. Ghatak et al. 1996; Hagen-Zanker 2008; King 2012; Massey 

et al. 1993). Within each dimension, drivers can be divided in three groups according to their 

level of aggregation and proximity in time and space to individuals: 

ǒ Macro factors: the (dis)incentive to migrate is created by the differentials in conditions 

between areas of origin and potential destinations like productivity, employment 

opportunities, quality of services (such as education, health), access to markets 

(infrastructure), symbolic factors and also impacts of climate-related events.  

ǒ Meso factors: these are conditioning factors, closer in time and space, that can either 

constrain or facilitate migration. They include the distance between the origin and the 

destination place, the costs and the security of the journey, social networks, the 

presence of legal constraints or, viceversa, bilateral agreements that regulate 

migration patterns.  

ǒ Micro factors: personal factors like age, gender, education, composition of household, 

perceptions and so on. Individual behaviours and decisions. 

Table 3 below provides a complete list of migration drivers identified in the literature.  

Table 3 Migration dirvers 

Dimension\Leve
l 

Micro Meso Macro 

Demographics Household 
composition 

Gender 

Age 

Local population 
dynamics 

Ethnic groups 

Macro population 
Dynamics 

Historical migration 
patterns 
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Economic Individual behaviour 
and decisions 

Livelihood 

Food security 

Individual income 

Access to credit and 
remittances 

Poverty level 

Job market access 

Agricultural 
productivity 

Market demand for 
products 

Infrastructures and 
services 

Post-colonial relationships 

National income (GDP) 

Socio-Cultural Personal Aspiration 

Education and skills 

Ethnicity 

Language 

Narrative 

Cultural norms 

Migrant communities 
and networks 

Gender relationships 

Infrastructures and 
services 

Cultural similarities 
between countries 

Political and 
Legal 
framework 

Local (informal) 
authorities and 
entities 

National and local 
legislations 

Conflicts and 
violence 

Civil and Political 
right 

Governance 

Infrastructures and 
services 

International/regional 
treats 

International/regional 
relationships 

International/regional 
Human right protection 

Environment Adaptive capacity 
individual/ village 

Perception of risk 

  

Climate shocks 

Soil erosion 

Salinification 

Rainfall increased 
variability 

Global climate change 

Global environmental 
degradation 

Environmental justice 

 

In this framework environmental and climate change influences the decision to migrate at all 

three levels ï macro, meso and micro. For example, environmental degradation in the place 

of origin may amplify the differentials in opportunities (macro factors) with the destination area, 

boosting incentives to migrate; the establishment of institutions to deal with environmental 
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crises or the creation of new networks in destination countries can modify the intermediate 

factors; the impact of environmental hazardous events and the perception of risk of impacts 

of climate change can influence the individual propensity to migrate. The extent to which 

climate/environmental change is a cause of migration varies in a continuum from not being 

significant at all to being the overwhelming cause of migration. 

Finally, agriculture is one of the key links between environment, climate change and migration 

(see Falco et al, 2018). While the impacts of climate change on agriculture and food security 

are relatively well established, the cascading effects of climate change on migration and its 

consequences for agriculture have not been adequately assessed and addressed. The 

reasons behind the idea that agriculture is one of the most important channels driving the 

relationship between climate change and migration is related to the fact that (i) this sector is 

affected by weather and climate shocks more than almost any other sector in the economy 

and (ii) it is the main source of income and employment in rural areas of developing countries, 

where most migrants come from (Falco et al., 2018). The economic vulnerability of agriculture 

is related to a number of interacting elements, including farmersô decisions and skills, ageing 

in rural areas, weather conditions, international prices of agricultural commodities and inputs, 

production and consumption patterns, trade and international exchange. Agriculture is also at 

the core of environmental concerns over the management of natural resources ï land 

degradation, water scarcity, deforestation, and the threat to biodiversity (FAO et. al., 2018). 

Climate change impacts agricultural productivity and rural livelihoods and intensifies rural 

poverty and food insecurity. Moreover, the vulnerability of people working in the agriculture 

sector is increased by both sudden-onset events and slow-onset processes. Most of the 

worldôs poor, vulnerable and food-insecure live in rural areas and depend heavily on 

agricultural production, fisheries and forest-based livelihoods for their subsistence so at the 

individual level vulnerability is connected to the lack of access to natural resources necessary 

for food and agricultural production, types of crops, and access to markets.  

Usually, in the literature the causal chain that connects climate change and migration 

considers how climate change negatively affects soil quality and rainfall patterns, which in turn 

adversely affect agriculture and livelihood in rural areas. Indeed, several scholars identify rural 

poverty, food insecurity, lack of employment opportunities, and the depletion of natural 

resources as key drivers of migration from rural areas (Maretti et al., 2019). Sudden onset 

events connected to climate change tend to have direct and immediate impact on migration 

through the production of livelihood losses. Slow-onset events interact with vulnerabilities and 

socio-economic factors to influence migration decisions exacerbating poverty, food insecurity, 

lack of employment opportunities, limited access to social protection and the depletion of 

natural resources.  

Migration in rural areas can assume different patterns (rural/urban, rural/rural, 

national/international) where internal migration is one of the coping strategies and, in 

particular, seasonal migration can be an important risk-management strategy, often used by 

farming households to diversify income sources and hedge against income uncertainty and 

food insecurity11. When coercive factors come into play, migration becomes less voluntary and 

as these factors increase, so does the vulnerability of rural livelihoods.   

                                                           
11 As for example, traditionally used by pastorals and nomads in Senegal and Ethiopia.  
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Migration as an adaptation strategy to climate change, presents both opportunities and 

challenges (FAO, 2017). On the one hand, migration can enhance the capacity of households 

to cope with climate change, for example through the contribution of remittances, or via the 

diversification of income sources. In these cases, migration can mitigate the negative impact 

of climate change. However, this type of migration is common among the poor but not 

necessarily among the poorest who may lack the resources to move. On the other, migration 

can also exacerbate vulnerability to climate risks, for example when it increases the pressure 

on (scarce) natural resources (Falco et al., 2018). Inclusive and sustainable agriculture and 

rural development are foremost important in mitigating climate change impacts and to 

decrease the vulnerability of people. As a consequence, governments have a key role in 

promoting better conditions for those most vulnerable to the impacts of the climate crisis. 
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CASE STUDY 1: SENEGAL 

Who is the climate migrant? And how can we discuss the complex nexus between the climate 

crisis and migration in a manner that is productive and beneficial to those whose lives and 

livelihoods are most at risk from the climate crisis? These are some of the questions that this 

report grapples with and that have been the focus of much discussion throughout the EU 

project ñEnd Climate Change, Start Climate of Changeò (#ClimateOfChange), co-funded 

by the European Unionôs Development Education and Awareness Raising Programme 

(DEAR), within which the research is based. Questions that, sadly, as with all things related 

to discussions on migration, are deeply political in their nature. In seeking to answer them, we 

draw upon empirical research from four case study countries: Cambodia, Guatemala, Kenya 

and Senegal. This section focuses upon Senegal. Research was conducted by the 

interdisciplinary research team based at the University of Bologna, drawing upon combined 

sociological, agricultural and food systems, human-geographical and legal perspectives, 

together with partner organisations on the ground where we were unable ourselves to visit the 

case study countries due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Senegal is highly environmentally fragile and faces concomitant sea level rise, coastal erosion, 

soil salinization, maritime storms and depletion of fish stocks and biodiversity.  Located in the 

tropical belt, natural disasters are increasing in frequency and intensity in Senegal. The 

country has a high incidence of climate-sensitive economic activities, including farming and 

fishing. This is due to the high population density and the concentration of almost all economic 

activities in coastal areas. The climate crisis is more likely to have significant negative impacts 

when combined with lack of adaptive capacity. Additionally, migration patterns are 

geographically and historically specific. The case study areas (Dakar and St. Louis) were 

purposefully selected to capture some of the complexities of mobilities and the interaction of 

the climate crisis with historical mobility patterns. Rural migrants from Senegalôs internal 

regions migrate to these urban coastal areas to work, often in the fishing industry to finance 

their agricultural activities. Once seasonal, these historical mobility patterns are shifting 

through the combined impacts of the climate crisis and socio-economic structural factors 

destroying agricultural livelihoods. At the same time, the local fishing industries themselves 

are impacted by urbanisation and the rural exodus, as well as the climate crisis. These fishing 

communities are thus simultaneously arrival and transit points for migrants from internal rural 

areas, as well as some neighbouring countries, and departure points for some seeking to 

reach a hoped-for better life in Europe. 

7. Country Overview 

Region  Western Sub-Saharan Africa 

Population 

Male 

Female  

16.7 million12  

48.2% 

51.2% 

Human Development Index 0.514 (rank: 166/189) 

Ethnic Groups13 Wolof 37.1%, Pular 26.2%, Serer 17%, Mandinka 

5.6%, Jola 4.5%, Soninke 1.4%, other 8.3% (includes 

Europeans and persons of Lebanese descent) 

                                                           
12 https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/senegal/overview#1  
13 CIA database https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/senegal/#people-and-society  

https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/senegal/overview#1
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/senegal/#people-and-society
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Urban population (% of total 

population) 
2.8 

Poverty rate 46,7% 

Child marriage by age 18, 2005-201914  29% 

Gender parity index, total net 

enrolment rate, primary education, 

2010-202015 

1.14 

Total net enrolment rate, primary 

education 2010-2020 
74% 

Senegal borders the Atlantic Ocean on the western most point of the African continent. 

Although most of the country has a tropical climate, the countryôs northern regions (located 

in the Sahel) are arid. Its climate has two distinct seasons: a dry season from roughly October 

to May and a rainy season from June to September. Whilst Senegal has enjoyed a strong 

economic performance and a steady growth over recent years, the populationôs living 

standards are still very low. The country remains affected by important disparities between 

regions, some of them being severely marginalised and facing hardships in relation to 

population, agriculture and employment management. Despite a growth rate of over 7% since 

2017, and an optimistic forecast, particularly with oil and gas production expected in 2022, 

Senegal is ranked 168 in the Human Development Index16, and the poverty rate is 46.7%17. 

The Senegalese population is very young: more than 60% of the population is under 25 years 

old.  

Senegal is one of Africaôs most stable countries18, with three major peaceful political transitions 

since independence from France in 1960. Senegalôs present-day links with its former colonial 

power remain strong. France is Senegalôs largest foreign investor. Senegal is a member of 

the West African Monetary and Economic Union. The union has a single France-backed 

currency, the CFA franc, which is currently pegged to the euro.  

BOX 1: Summary of the climate crisis in Senegal  

Slow-onset environmental change 

Sea level rise (SLR) is causing saltwater intrusion, coastal erosion and salinification in the Saint 

Louis (Gandiol) and Djiifer (fisherman village delta of the Salum river) and the Fatick areas, as 

well as peri-urban areas around Dakar.  

Deforestation and overexploitation of land resulting in soil degradation and erosion is 

problematic in the Louga region. 

                                                           
14 https://www.unfpa.org/data/world-population/SN  
15 https://www.unfpa.org/data/world-population/SN  
16 http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/SEN. 
17 http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/SEN (Population living below income poverty line, national 
poverty line (%)).  
18From the World Bank overview: 
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/senegal/overview#:~:text=Senegal%20is%20one%20of%20the,year%
20term%20in%20February%202019.  

https://www.unfpa.org/data/world-population/SN
https://www.unfpa.org/data/world-population/SN
http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/SEN
http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/SEN
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/senegal/overview#:~:text=Senegal%20is%20one%20of%20the,year%20term%20in%20February%202019
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/senegal/overview#:~:text=Senegal%20is%20one%20of%20the,year%20term%20in%20February%202019
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Droughts in Senegal are concentrated mostly in the arid and semi-arid Sahelian regions of the 

country, located in northern and central Senegal. 

Sudden-onset hazard 

Both urban and rural areas are vulnerable to floods; however, the most at risk areas are those 

in and around Dakar, Saint Louis, Matam, Kaolack, Thies, Diourbel, Kolda, Kaffrine, and 

Tambacounda. Floods are the result of river overflows -a combination of heavy rains and poorly 

planned drainage systems and storm surges. Rapid urbanisation has further reduced infiltration 

and exacerbated the impacts of floods (Sy et al., 2020).  

7.1 Strategies for coping with environmental and climate change  
In recent years Senegal has scaled up disaster risk management efforts and has included it 

as one of the sub-components of Senegalôs Poverty Reduction Strategy19. However, public 

policies for managing the effects of climate variability both in terms of environmental protection 

and household support are not always perceived to be consistent. In the first place, 

ñmanagement of climate change is like a flashò (African Movement of Working Children and 

Youth - AMWCY, remote interview) and thus essentially based on urgency and emergency 

interventions rather than on prevention measures. Moreover, while the Governmentôs 

approach to disaster risk is still characterised by a multitude of specialised agencies, each 

focused on a specific type of risk and/or a target population, a national strategy based on an 

integrated approach is missing. Secondly, even though an increasing management capacity 

with a long-term perspective is visible in the progressive adoption of ógreen measuresô for 

investing in the environment and on renewable sources of energy (especially wind and solar), 

the positive impact of these measures is limited to big cities while smaller cities and poor 

regions do not have the opportunity to implement the strategies well. 

BOX 2: Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)  

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), also known as the Global Goals, form the core 

of the 2030 Agenda and were adopted by all United Nations Member States in 2015 as a 

universal call to action to achieve accelerated, high, inclusive, broad-based, sustainable 

economic growth, social-economic transformation and development by 2030. The 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development also acknowledges the importance of the African Union Agenda 

2063 and considers it an integral part of it. According to the Sustainable Development Goals 

Dashboard, Senegal ranks 126 out of 165 in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) Index. 

The country has achieved SDG 13 (Climate Action) measured through CO2 emissions, and 

SDG 12 Responsible Consumption and Production. It is facing major challenges in SDG 14 Life 

below Water, in relation to biodiversity loss and ocean health; SDG 5 gender equality, 

particularly in relation to education disparities; SDG 6 clean water and sanitation; and SDG 3 

Good health and wellbeing, particularly in relation to deaths attributed to air and ambient 

pollution. Significant challenges remain in relation to SDG 15 life on land, particularly in relation 

to permanent deforestation. 

                                                           
19 https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2016/12/31/Senegal-Poverty-Reduction-Strategy-Paper-
40739  

https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2016/12/31/Senegal-Poverty-Reduction-Strategy-Paper-40739
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2016/12/31/Senegal-Poverty-Reduction-Strategy-Paper-40739
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7.2 National migration policy 
The right to move and to settle abroad is guaranteed by art. 14 of the Senegalese Constitution 

according to which ñTous les citoyens de la R®publique ont le droit de se d®placer et de 

sô®tablir librement aussi bien sur toute lô®tendue du territoire national quô¨ lô®trangerò20. Whilst 

there may not be a specific global emigration or diaspora policy framework in Senegal, there 

have been numerous laws, policies, and actions, adopted by the government since the 1980s 

that attempt to frame the migration process. Human trafficking and organized clandestine 

migration are penalized by the law. Within the context of the Convention against Transnational 

Organised Crime, in 2003 Senegal ratified the Palermo protocol to prevent, suppress and 

punish trafficking in human beings, and consequently adopted Law no. 02-2005, which seeks 

to protect victims of trafficking and equivalent practices.  

BOX 3: The (Post-) Cotonou Agreement  

The relations between the EU and Senegal are founded upon the Cotonou Agreement adopted 

in 2000 for a 20-year period between 78 African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) Group of States 

and the European Community. It entered into force in 2003 and was subsequently revised in 

2005 and 2010. The Cotonou Partnership Agreement is based on three complementary pillars: 

development cooperation, economic and trade cooperation, and the political dimension. The 

CPA has a strong mandate for political dialogue, with a focus on fostering mutual 

understanding, facilitating consultations, and strengthening cooperation between the parties. 

The CPA provides for flexible discussions to be held at national, regional or continental levels, 

within or outside the institutional framework, and includes participation from the Joint 

Parliamentary Assembly, central government agencies, and civil society organisations. The 

Cotonou Agreement explicitly leaves it up to the ACP countries to decide the level and 

procedures of the EPA trade negotiations, taking into account the regional integration process. 

On 3 December 2020, the EU and the Organisation of African, Caribbean and Pacific States 

reached a political deal on a new agreement that succeeds the CPA with the objective of 

adapting the partnership to frameworks like the Sustainable Development Goals and the Paris 

Accord. Marking the end of the negotiations, the ópost-Cotonouô agreement was initialled, and 

the text was released on 15 April 2021. Once it enters into force, the new partnership agreement 

will serve as the new legal framework for EU relations with 79 African, Caribbean and Pacific 

(ACP) countries. The agreement aims to strengthen the capacity of the EU and the ACP 

countries to address global challenges, including human rightsô protection; sustainable 

economic growth and development; climate change; human and social development; peace 

and security; and migration and mobility.  

Senegal is increasingly working with regional and international entities in relation to migration. 

Several bilateral agreements containing provisions on labour migration have been concluded 

with Morocco, Mauritania, Gabon and Kuwait. With regard to the EU and its Member States, 

the Cotonou Agreement (See Box 1), signed in 2000, is a key document. This will be soon 

replaced by the Post-Cotonou Agreement, which binds the EU and the African leaders of the 

countries most concerned to reinforce political cooperation on migration. Senegalese migrant 

workers in EU Member states fall under the general immigration policy of the EU that was 

                                                           
20 ñAll citizens of the Republic have the right to move and settle freely throughout the national territory and abroadò. 
Translation of the authors.  

http://www.seaaroundus.org/working-papers/?uri=celex%3A22000A1215%2801%29
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most recently reformed by the Lisbon Treaty. The previous system, based on bilateral 

agreements between the EU Member States and third countries for the granting of temporary 

and long-term work permits, has been succeeded by introducing common rules applicable in 

all the EU Member States (De Bruycker, 2016).  

Short-term entry permits are now also the responsibility of the EU, who defines the conditions 

of entry and residence of third-country nationals entering and residing legally in one of its 

Member States, including family reunification. Current Union legislation (Regulation (EU) 

2019/1155) regulates the procedures and conditions for issuing the so-called Schengen visa 

(short-term visas up to three months over a period of six months) and sets a common list of 

countries whose nationals are required to have a visa before entering EU Member States 

(Regulation (EU) 2018/1806). Similarly, Directive 2014/36/EU regulates the conditions of entry 

and residence of third-country nationals for the purpose of employment as seasonal workers, 

as well as their set of rights. However, the decision on access to the territory remains an 

expression of State sovereignty, and Member States retain the right to determine admission 

quotas for third country nationals seeking employment, including seasonal work (Directive 

2014/36/EU, article 7) and the granting of long-term visas. With regards to the Schengen visa, 

Senegal is currently included in the list of countries whose nationals are required to be in 

possession of a visa when crossing the external borders of an EU Member State (Annex I, 

Regulation 2018/1806). Under Article 13 of the Cotonou Agreement still in force, Senegal shall 

accept the return of and readmission of any of its nationals who are illegally present on the 

territory of an EU Member State. Since bilateral agreements governing specific obligations for 

the readmission and return of irregular migrants are allowed, Senegal has signed 

agreements with France (2009), Italy (2010), and Spain (2021) that include clauses on the 

readmission of irregular migrants and commitments for an active cooperation on border 

management with the EU. 

8. Methods 

Information in this chapter is taken from a combination of desk analysis and interviews 

conducted remotely via video calling systems (Skype, Zoom) in June-July 2021 with key 

stakeholders working on migration and/ or environment in Senegal. This is integrated with 

empirical data from fieldwork interviews conducted by the University of Bologna research team 

in May 2021 with local people affected by the climate crisis in Dakar and Saint Louis to 

examine the lived experiences of its impacts. In Senegal, the UNIBO research team worked 

with two Senegalese facilitators, Modou Mbaye in Saint Louis and Mamadou Diaw in Dakar, 

who acted as cultural and linguistic bridges. This also allowed for continual reflection on the 

research findings and some particularities of Senegalese culture, expressions in the Wolof 

language, and understandings of the environment itself. Such issues do not necessarily reflect 

Eurocentric perspectives and this reflexivity was vital to enhancing understanding.  

ǒ A one-month climate diary (see Giacomelli and Walker, 2021): 30 participants (15 

from St. Louis, 15 from Dakar)  

ǒ Focus groups: 4 groups (5-10 people each, gender and age diverse): 2 in Dakar 2 in 

Saint Louis  

ǒ In-depth interviews: 35  

ǒ Visual story-telling: 35 



CASE STUDY REPORT    

35 
 

8.1 Focus: Dakar and Saint Louis  

 

Dakar and St. Louis, two coastal cities in Senegal, were selected as case study areas as 

they are significantly affected by the climate crisis, in particular, coastal erosion, driven by 

rising sea levels and rapid urbanisation. In Dakar, the coastal communities of Rufisque, 

Thiaroye-sur-mer, Dalifort and Hann Bay were selected owing to their high vulnerability to the 

climate crisis and the diverse mobilities at play in these sites. Saint-Louis was also selected 

for its extreme fragility to the climate crisis. In 2008, the UN identified Saint-Louis as ñthe city 

most threatened by rising sea levels in the whole of Africaò (BBC 2008).       

Senegal is characterised by mass rural and internal migration towards Dakar. Of all 

Senegalese people, 14.6 per cent are internal migrants, and only 1.2 per cent are international 

migrants. The main emigration destinations are Europe (hosting 44.5% of international 

migrants), West Africa (27.5%) and Central Africa (11.5%) (ANSD, 2014)21. According to the 

most recent population census, most international migration departures occur from urban 

areas; with 30.3% from Dakar (Ibid.).  

Child migration as an adaptation strategy for families in rural areas is common practice, rooted 

in a long history of migration, the gender divide is roughly 50/50.22 Mobility has long been a 

mechanism for Senegalese to manage climate vulnerability, including seasonal migration from 

rural to fishing sectors to diversify livelihood, as well as nomadic pastoralism. However, the 

climate crisis is affecting these historical mobility patterns. The rural to urban seasonal 

migration patterns have become a large rural exodus in Senegal. This is the result of changes 

in rainfall patterns, desertification and lack of investment in new technologies destroying 

agricultural livelihoods in rural areas where land degradation is increasing.  

Rural migrants from Senegalôs internal regions migrate to Dakar and Saint-Louis to work in 

the fishing industry during the rainy season to finance their agricultural activities. At the 

same time, the local fishing industries themselves are impacted by urbanisation and the 

rural exodus, as well as the climate crisis, particularly in the form of coastal erosion (Zickgraf, 

2018). These fishing communities in Dakar and Saint Louis are, thus, simultaneously arrival 

                                                           
21 http://www.ansd.sn/   
22 IOM/ACP Observatory on Migration (2012) 
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/case_of_senegal_en.pdf  

Figure 1 Dakar and Saint Louis 

http://www.ansd.sn/
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/case_of_senegal_en.pdf
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and transit points for migrants from internal rural areas, as well as some neighbouring 

countries, and departure points for a small minority seeking to reach a better life in Europe.  

These sites allow for analysis of how, in addition to underlying issues such as poverty, limited 

channels for regular migration continue to compel some people (a small minority) to 

undertake extremely perilous journeys across the Atlantic to Europe (IOM, 2021)23 and to 

examine the interactions of the climate crisis with these complex and diverse movements. It 

is important to note here that in Senegal the vast majority of movements are internal, the 

areas in this report have been purposefully selected to show some of the complexities of 

climate mobilities and how unjust border policies interlink with the climate crisis to create risks 

not only for livelihoods, but lives.  

9. Research findings  

The following sections briefly report the main findings of the qualitative research conducted 

combined with the results of the desk analysis. The findings have been grouped into 

overarching themes relating to the impact of the climate crisis and the nexus with migration: 

hostile environment, waste, fishing and mobility.  

9.1 Hostile environment  
Senegal has a high incidence of climate-sensitive economic activities, including farming and 

fishing. Climate sensitivity is exacerbated by the fact that over 65% of the Senegalese 

population live in coastal areas, mostly concentrated around Dakar and other urban areas 

(Ndour et al., 2018). Senegalôs coastal areas are highly environmentally fragile and face sea 

level rise, coastal erosion, soil salinization, pollution, maritime storms and depletion of fish 

stocks and biodiversity (Amara et al. 2019). Senegal is ranked as the worldôs eighth most 

at-risk country in terms of sea-level rise (Amara et al. 2019). In Senegal, urban expansion 

is also partly based upon a capitalist extractivist system rooted in colonial histories of 

exploitation (Bernards, 2019, 2020). 

Over the past few decades climate trends have been characterised by a generalised 

variability which manifests in extreme events in terms of intensity and duration. Thus, it is 

possible to observe long periods of drought ï concentrated mostly in the arid and semi-arid 

Sahelian regions of the country ï and floods, where the severity of the impact is determined 

by a combination of heavy rains and poorly planned drainage systems and storm surges 

(especially around Dakar, Saint Louis, Matam, Kaolack, Thies, Diourbel, Kolda, Kaffrine, and 

Tambacounda).  

According to the recent IPCC report (2021) sea levels on the West African coast are rising by 

between 3.5 and four millimetres (0.14 and 0.16 inches) annually. Coastal erosion in Senegal 

is determined by both natural processes (swell wave regime, meteorological events, and 

rising sea levels, and also by human actions, particularly unplanned rural migrations and 

rapid urbanisation, much of which was caused by the drought that affected the hinterland of 

Senegal during the 1970s (Gueye, Fall, and Tall, 2015), as well as illegal sand mining for 

                                                           
23 According to the International Organisation for Migration (IOM) at least 937 migrants died in 2021 trying to 
reach Spain's Canary Islands via the Atlantic. However, the actual number of deaths is likely to be much higher 
as many 'invisible shipwrecks' without survivors are never detected (see also: https://missingmigrants.iom.int/).  

https://missingmigrants.iom.int/
https://missingmigrants.iom.int/
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construction (Ndour et al., 2018). The drought also caused the loss of many trees that provided 

protection along the shore.  

In Rufisque, a city in the Dakar region of western Senegal, Fatou Dieng, Bajenu Gox who 

works in the Municipal Council explained the link between sea-level rise, as caused by 

increased global temperatures, with more local issues. She reveals the interplay between 

global greenhouse gases, the ongoing repercussions of the drought in the 1970s, together 

with increased urbanisation led to the coastal erosion in Rufisque and many people lost their 

houses: 

ñThe melting of the icebergs increases the sea level, which has to do with the greenhouse 

effect. We are affected here because our area is deprived of trees. Before this coast was 

protected by trees and cactus (Opuntia tuna) shrubs that have now disappeared and that used 

to stabilise the coast. This made it easy for coastal erosion to take place.ò 

ñAll this area along the beach where we are right now used to be inhabited by our 

grandparents. At that time the sea was far; women had to make a long walk to get to the sea 

to wash their utensils. The sea kept advancing and our parents had to relocate [...] All this 

place was full of houses that got displaced.ò 

 

St. Louis is particularly vulnerable to the climate crisis, also as a result of its geography. The 

cityôs historic centre is located on an island in the Senegal river, on the other side of the Atlantic 

Ocean. A peninsula known as La Langue Barbarie, a narrow sand spit of almost 30 km in 

length, protects it from the Atlantic. Sea level rise and two major storms surges in 2017 and 

2018 which destroyed houses, left more than 3,200 people homeless in Saint Louis-- about 

1,500 of them now live in a displacement camp in Djougop, further inland. This site is called 

by the locals óKhar Yalla' (literally meaning ówaiting for Godô). The name reflects their sense of 

abandonment to divine fate, in the absence of state intervention, having been left on this site 

that all participants maintained is inappropriate. It is far from the sea, meaning that both men 

and women must travel the extra kilometres to reach the sea that they need for their 

livelihoods.  

 

Figure 2 The beach in St. Louis 
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ñI will soon be here for three years and until now we have neither water nor electricity, we have 

nothing. We don't know what the future holds for us. We are here, waiting for God (khar yalla), 

because no one has come to ask about our situationé. we came here because we had no 

choice. Imagine moving someone who has lived in one place for 35 years to a place where 

there is no water or electricityé. My old house was destroyed by the sea, it had tiles and was 

beautiful, now I am here ... It's really hardéò Mamadou Khary Seck ï Khar Yalla 

 

ñMy house was destroyed by the sea. Now I live in Khar yalla. I was moved there. There is no 

electricity or water there and it is very difficult. When it rains, the houses flood.ò Aminatta, Guet 

Ndar, Saint Louis 

 

Women all agreed that this is a óvery bad placeô, complaining particularly of having to buy the 

water and pay for the bus journey to go to work. This adds extra time and costs to their daily 

lives. As Fatou explains in the focus group, ñthere is no electricity and no water. Also, there is 

no TV so there is no news and no information about the rest of the world. There is no water 

inside the houses, women have to walk to get it and it is hard to do. I have to leave Khar yalla 

every day and take a bus and pay to travel. There is no help from the government.ò  

 

Here the gendered impacts of the climate crisis are evident: the ecological and health 

burdens of flooding or water scarcity which are disproportionately borne by women because 

of their greater domestic duties and gendered roles in the household (Ajibade and Siders, 

2021). However, it is not solely gender which creates additional vulnerabilities but rather the 

intersection of diverse social categories, including age and wealth. Indeed, those with the 

social or economic capital moved elsewhere as opposed to this inhospitable site, far from 

the sea where most peopleôs livelihoods are based, and subject to flooding in the rainy season 

and without electricity or water.  

 

ñThe houses built [in Khar Yalla] were not suitable for people. But even so, in the end, there are 

people who have gone to live there, even if it is badly done. [...] but others who have the means 

have gone to buy a house elsewhere.ò 

ñwhen it rains, the water table rises again causing flooding. So they said we will also move 

there, [...] We refused. We didn't even think of going to live there because I don't want to leave 

my beautiful house and go and live in a hut.ò Samba Sarr, Saint Louis 

Khar Yalla is a temporary site. People will be moved out over the course of the next three 

years to a World Bank sponsored programme. This is one of the first ever planned relocation 

programmes in Africa: the Saint Louis Emergency Recovery and Resilience Project24. Whilst 

the new site is again far from the sea, there will be electricity and running water, and the 

programme foresees employment opportunities being created on site. Nonetheless, distance 

from the sea for fisher people is perceived as problematic.  

                                                           
24 https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/loans-credits/2020/08/06/senegal-saint-louis-emergency-recovery-
and-resilience-project-additional-financing  

https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/loans-credits/2020/08/06/senegal-saint-louis-emergency-recovery-and-resilience-project-additional-financing
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/loans-credits/2020/08/06/senegal-saint-louis-emergency-recovery-and-resilience-project-additional-financing
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However, there are also human interventions which have worsened the environmental 

situation. As a quick fix to protect Saint Louis from the risk of flooding from a rapidly rising river 

in 2003, the local government dug a four-metre-wide breach, or canal, cutting through La 

Langue Barbarie. This had dramatic consequences, notably by acting as a new river mouth 

that underwent rapid and significant widening (Anthony, 2015). The average erosion rate of 

ī3.72 m/yr affecting the entire Langue de Barberie was heavily destabilized by the artificial 

breach, which has widened from 4 m when it first opened on October 3, 2003, to more than 

5000 m in 2016 (Ndour et al., 2018) and is now 6km according to interviewees. This has also 

increased the size of the swell waves making it more dangerous for fishing boats (Ibid.)  This 

engineering error has also upset the delicate balance of the local ecosystem as the artificial 

canal brought seawater into the river, increasing its salinity level. The resulting soil salinization 

has damaged local crops, already destabilised by irregular rainy seasons and sandstorms. 

Ameth Sène Diagne, former chief of Doun Baba Dieye, a village that was submerged under 

the sea as a result of the breach notes how: ñThere is not even a house anymore! Only one 

building remains standing and then you can only get there by pirogue [traditional wooden 

fishing boats].ò Interviewees reported how the impact of coastal erosion and sea-level rise is 

destroying not only the physical landscape, but also livelihoods and memories. As Ameth 

Diagne recounts, the tree that now only exists as branches emerging from the water, is where 

he once proposed to his wife; A space that no longer exists outside of his memory.  

Diagne maintains that indigenous knowledge was overlooked, leading to the imposition of 

technocratic knowledge from outside - the breach - which led to the loss of many lives:  

ñNobody asked our opinion; in Senegal when you are not a graduate, you are not consulted 

on anything, you are taken for a sheep. This is a mistake, because knowledge is everywhere, 

practice is the basis of all this theory that is used today. We have learned by doing.ò 

Diagne focuses on reforestation to protect the remaining shoreline: ñFor example, just for the 

filao, I have planted 37,000 in the area, from 2010 to now. As for the mangrove, I have covered 

more than 150 hectares.ò The aim is for the mangroves and filao trees (an exotic species of 

pine), to protect against the destruction of the shoreline. These are trees which have been 

shown to help fix the sand dunes (Anthony, 2015).  

Senegal has 185,000 hectares of mangrove estuaries in its coastal zone, but they are rapidly 

disappearing. 45,000 hectares of mangroves - which represent 1/4 of the total surface area - 

have already been lost since the 1970s. The mangrove restoration project in Senegal, 

Figure 3 Khar Yalla, temporary displacement site 






















































































































































































































































































