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The Role of Environmental Degradation in
Population Displacement1

by Steve Lonergan

INTRODUCTION

THE UNHCR IN THE 1993 STATE OF THE WORLD’S REFUGEES, IDENTIFIED FOUR ROOT CAUSES OF REFUGEE FLOWS.  THESE

were:  political instability; economic tensions; ethnic conflict; and environmental degradation.  The claim
that environmental degradation was a root cause of refugee flows was a direct response to a growing

number of articles positing a link between environmental degradation and population movement, and a recog-
nition that the numbers of displaced persons internationally was much larger than indicated by the statistics on
refugee flows.

According to many writers, the number of people who have been displaced by environmental degradation
is immense.  Jacobson (1988) notes that, “environmental refugees have become the single largest class of dis-
placed persons in the world.”   Homer-Dixon (1991) further notes that environmental degradation is likely to
produce “waves of environmental refugees that spill across borders with destabilizing effects” on domestic
order and international relations.  Speaking of displaced persons unaccounted for in official refugee figures, the
Executive Director of UNEP at the time, Mustafa Tolba (1985), stated that “these people are the millions fleeing
the droughts of northern Africa, the victims of Bhopal and the thousands made homeless by the Mexico earth-
quake.  They are environmental refugees.”

Estimates of the number of environmental refugees start at 10 million (compared to 17 million official refu-
gees); more than half of these are believed to be in Sub-Saharan Africa (Jacobson, 1988; Trolldalen, et. al., 1992;
Westing, 1992).  Because governments generally take little official account of this unconventional category, Myers
(1992) estimates that the numbers may be as high as 25 million.  It is also claimed that the numbers are increasing
rapidly.  The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 1990) noted that the greatest effect of climate
change may be on human migration as millions of people will be displaced due to shoreline erosion, coastal
flooding and agricultural disruption.  Following from this, Myers (1992) projected environmental refugees in a
greenhouse-affected world (in yr. 2050) at 150 million persons.  Westing (1992) further documented displaced
persons throughout the world in 1990 (using UN data), including officially recognized refugees (16.7 million),
unrecognized, cross-border “refugees” (3.5 million), and unrecognized, internal “refugees” (21.3 million).  He
sums these into a category of  “total national refugees” with 41.5 million persons.  In 1986, the total was only 26.4
million, and he speculates that the growth is due to the addition of “environmental refugees.”

The consideration for people who may have been displaced by environmental degradation has reached far
beyond a humanitarian concern for a disenfranchised population; in some quarters, it is being considered a
“threat to security.”   Betterton (1992, as cited in Honebrink, 1993) noted that the U.S. military may be needed “to
guard the border with Mexico, as it is expected that problems may result from environmental refugees fleeing
the Third World.”   Indeed, the anti-immigration literature in the United States and Europe often claims that
immigration is a cause of environmental degradation, thereby bringing the links full circle (see, for example,
Beck, 1996; Williamson, 1996; and the literature distributed by FAIR, the Federation of Americans for Immigra-
tion Reform).  Quotes like the ones below are becoming increasingly prevalent in the popular literature.

It is not antihuman or antisocial to say that too many people can be a problem....  People pollute, and too
many people living in an area can degrade that area irrevocably.  Immigration at high levels exacerbates our
resource and environmental problems.  It will leave a poorer, more crowded, more divided country for our
children (Lamm and Imhoff, 1985).
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Human Dimensions Programme on Global Environmental Change, and Professor of Geography, University of Victoria,
Canada.  Excerpted with permission from The Role of Environmental Degradation in Population Displacement, of
the GECHS Project, Research Report 1, 1998.
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...Immigration has been a substantial cause of the
negative environmental news that must be mixed
among all the good....  Thus, to what extent envi-
ronmental problems can be blamed on U.S. popu-
lation growth, the preponderance of that blame
rests on U.S. immigration policy.  Only a reduction
in numbers will deal with the environmental prob-
lem. (Beck, 1996).

While some may feel that such claims are little more
than disguised racism—a “greening of hate” might be
a better term—it is important to accept that the issue of
environmental degradation and population displace-
ment has reached a level of “high politics” discourse.
This is true whether viewing environmental degrada-
tion as a “cause” or an “effect.”

The purpose of this paper is to clarify the myriad
of issues surrounding the linkage between environmen-
tal degradation and population displacement.  The pre-
sentation on the following pages adopts a problem-
based approach, attempting to answer crucial questions
regarding, for example, the evidence of a link and the
potential policy implications of the existing research.
In addition, the concern is only with environment as a
possible cause of, or contributor to, population movement,
as opposed to the potential environmental repercus-
sions associated with population movement.  The lat-
ter concern, while very much in the public debate,  has
been addressed elsewhere (see Li and Lonergan, forth-
coming).

THE ROLE OF ENVIRONMENT IN MIGRATION MOVEMENTS

Migration has been described as “an extremely
varied and complex manifestation and component of
equally complex economic, social, cultural, demo-
graphic, and political processes operating at the local,
regional, national, and international levels” (Castles
and Miller, 1993).  As complex as migration is, the en-
vironment is equally so.  And it is similarly problem-
atic to remove environmental processes from the so-
cial, economic, political and institutional structures of
which they are a part.  Therefore, drawing a linear, de-
terministic relationship between environmental deg-
radation and migration (and security) is not only inap-
propriate, but impossible, despite the claims of some
authors.  Nevertheless, we can try to identify certain
cases where environment plays an important role as a
contributor to population movement and attempt to
design interventions to minimize the negative impacts
associated with such cases.

1. How many refugees and migrants are there?

This is an almost impossible question to answer.
The International Organization of Migration estimated
that there were over 80 million migrants in 1990 (IOM,

1990).  Fifteen million of these were refugees and asy-
lum seekers.  By 1992, estimates put the total number
of migrants at over 100 million, of whom 20 million
were refugees and asylum seekers (Castles and Miller,
1993).  However, UNHCR (1995) acknowledges that
collecting accurate statistical data on refugees and asy-
lum-seekers is “one of the most problematic issues”
confronting the agency, and these figures, indeed all
figures cited in this article, must be treated with suspi-
cion.

Nevertheless, rough estimates of the total number
of displaced persons are often presented with abandon,
either for shock value or for political reasons.  Myers
(1995) states that China has “120 million internal mi-
grants, and at least ...six million deserve to be regarded
as environmental refugees.”  He goes on to say that
there are now at least 25 million “environmental refu-
gees” (Myers, 1995: 15).  The International Organiza-
tion for Migration (IOM, 1992) goes farther, noting that
by the turn of the century there may be one billion per-
sons who have been “environmentally displaced from
their original habitat.”  Such claims lead to much con-
fusion and fear on the part of many, and provide ample
“evidence” for those wishing to promote anti-immi-
gration rhetoric in the North.

2. Even if we can not accurately estimate the number
of migrants, what have traditionally been presented
as the causes of migration flows?

The literature on migration is voluminous, and
there will be no attempt to repeat this information here.
Theories on the causes of migration flows can gener-
ally be categorized into two broad perspectives.  The
first is a “neo-classical economics equilibrium ap-
proach,”  which suggests that population movement
is a “natural” response to interregional differences in
social and economic opportunities, and people gener-
ally move from where labour is plentiful and capital is
scarce to labour-deficit and capital-rich areas.  Thus,
the level of development in various regions of the globe
is seen as determining the magnitude and direction of
migratory streams. Extensions to the neo-classical ap-
proach explain population movements based on a com-
bination of  “push” and “pull” factors; existing condi-
tions at the place of origin may motivate an individual
to leave, or qualities of the area of destination may at-
tract a potential migrant.  Demographic pressures, po-
litical instability, lack of economic opportunities and,
more recently, environmental degradation have been
posed as possible “push” factors.

The second approach criticizes the neo-classical
economic perspective for placing too much emphasis
on the free choice of individuals, and for neglecting
the macro-structural forces which lie at the base of the
regional disparities to which people respond.  Popula-
tion movements are not unique or isolated events, but

Features - Steve Lonergan



7

are related to the international power structure and in-
stitutional organization.  According to this “structural-
ist” approach, the explanation for population move-
ments lies in the deeper, underlying forces which struc-
ture the unequal distribution of opportunities between
regions.  Population movements, then, are a response
to broader structural forces in society, in particular those
associated with the uneven penetration of capitalism
which has created substantial spatial inequalities.

The difference between neo-classical economic
theories of population movements and the structural-
ist approach influences all aspects of any discussion
regarding the issue.  Not only do the theories offer op-
posing views of the causes of refugee movements, but
they also imply very different outcomes.  The neo-clas-
sical approach, arguing that population displacements
are natural occurrences, suggests that they are positive
events and that policy development should reflect and
reinforce the beneficial aspects of these movements.
The structuralist approach, however, emphasizes that
population movements are a response to unnatural
imbalances in power and opportunities.  Consequently,
the negative aspects of population displacements are a
function of inequities in development, and policy
should be developed to address these imbalances and
attempt to stem what must be viewed as a consequence
of the inequitable distribution of resources in society.

3. What role does the environment play as a contribu-
tor to population movement?

a) The Advocates
Although there is growing awareness of, and in-

terest in, the relationship between environmental
change and population movement, the traditional lit-
erature on migration has largely ignored the connec-
tion.  In their report to the Trilateral Commission (In-
ternational Migration:  Challenges in a New Era), Meissner
et. al. (1993) never once mention environment or re-
sources.  Rogers (1992) in his discussion on migration
presents four key indicators of “migration potential:”

• population growth;
• economic restructuring;
• increasing economic disparities; and
• increased refugee flows.

Again, environment is not mentioned.  Other re-
cent reviews on the causes of migration which fail to

include environmental degradation or resource deple-
tion as factors include Appleyard, 1991; and Massey, et
al, 1993).  This stands in stark contrast to the statements
in The State of the World’s Refugees (UNHCR, 1993),
which clearly identify environmental degradation as a
root cause of population displacement, as mentioned
above (it is worth noting, however, that the 1995 vol-
ume by UNHCR does not make a similar claim).

Countering the traditional perspective on migra-
tion is a growing literature which claims that traditional
theories fail to recognize the true extent and complex-
ity of migratory responses to environmental degrada-
tion (cf. Hall and Hanson, 1992; Kavanagh and
Lonergan, 1992; Fornos, 1993; Stoett, 1993; Lee, 1996;
Suhrke, 1992, 1996; Vlachos, 1996).  Most attention has
focused on the plight of “ecological refugees” or “en-
vironmental refugees” (El-Hinnawi, 1985; UNHCR,
1993).  While the World Commission on Environment
and Development (WCED) identified environmentally-
induced population displacement as a “recent phenom-
enon” (WCED, 1987), there is little doubt that through-
out history people have had to move from their land
because it has become degraded through natural di-
sasters, warfare or over-exploitation.  Intuitively, it
makes sense that environmental change may affect
socio-economic conditions which, in turn, could lead
to out-migration.  Indeed, recurrent droughts and ex-
treme flooding have uprooted millions of people, al-
though whether environmental catastrophes were the
root cause of such movement is unclear.

The concern that environmental degradation will
produce “waves of refugees,” however, is more recent,
based largely on the writings of El-Hinnawi (1985),
Jacobson (1988) and Myers (1993; 1995).  Suhrke (1992)
labels this group the “maximalists.”  Supporting their
arguments is the fact that environmental disasters such
as floods, droughts and earthquakes are displacing ever
larger numbers of people, not necessarily because the
severity of these events is becoming greater,2 but be-
cause population density, especially in regions which
are prone to disaster, is increasing rapidly.  Land and
resource scarcity elsewhere may also be a strong con-
tributor to these increases in density in vulnerable ar-
eas.

Since its first official use in 1985 by El-Hinnawi in
his United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)
report, the phrase “environmental refugee” has ap-
peared with increasing frequency in the literature on
environment and development.  “Environmental refu-
gees” are defined by El-Hinnawi as:

...those people who have been forced to leave their
traditional habitat, temporarily or permanently, be-
cause of a marked environmental disruption (natu-
ral and/or triggered by people) that jeopardized
their existence and/or seriously affected the qual-
ity of their life (El-Hinnawi, 1985, p.4).

The Role of Environmental Degradation in Population Displacement

By the turn of the century there
may be one billion persons who have

been “environmentally displaced from
their original habitat.”
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Jacobson (1988) notes that “environmental refugees
have become the single largest class of displaced per-
sons in the world,” with an estimated 10 million envi-
ronmentally-displaced persons in the late 1980s, com-
pared with 17 million official political refugees dis-
placed by warfare, strife and persecution (see Table 1).
And the conclusion by the UNHCR is unequivocal:
“There are, nevertheless, clear links between environ-
mental degradation and refugee flows” (UNHCR, 1993,
p. 18).  While the UNHCR claim may be true, it does
not necessarily follow that environmental degradation
has been the cause of a majority of “refugee” flows.

b) The Contrarians
Despite these claims, it remains that there has been

little substantive research directed at the question of
the role of environmental change in population move-
ment.  Considerable confusion has arisen over defini-
tions, the size of these “refugee” flows and whether
one, indeed, can isolate environmental causes from the
complex set of variables affecting population move-
ment.  While there is a sense that drastic environmen-
tal change may affect the structural forces which, in
turn, link to population movement, the environment
is seen as little more than a “contextual factor” which
is taken into consideration in decision-making (Suhrke,
1992, labels this perspective the “minimalist”).  The
arguments presented by the “maximalists” (it is
claimed) are ill-founded, and based on anecdotal in-
formation.

Table 1. Estimates of “Environmental Refugees”

For example, Myers (1993) estimates that that for
every person who moves across an international
boundary to escape environmental pressures there may

be two or three similarly displaced people who move
within their territory of nationhood—so-called “inter-
nally displaced persons.”  Myers adds these two cat-
egories of population movement together and estimates
the total number of  “environmentally displaced” per-
sons to be as high as 25 million (he further predicts, as
a worst case scenario, that this figure may increase to
150 million by the year 2050 as a result of the “green-
house effect” and rising sea-levels).  Westing (1992)
speculates that the growth in the world’s refugee and
internally displaced population from 26.4 million in
1986 to 41.5 million in 1990 may have been attributable
to environmental degradation, which has forced people
from their land.

The writings noted above which have popularized
the phenomenon of “environmental refugees” are prob-
lematic for reasons which are both definitional and sub-
stantive.  First, the words “estimate” and “speculate”
above are used advisedly: in most cases these figures
are little more than educated guesswork—there is little
empirical evidence with which to authenticate these
authors’ claims (Mougeot, 1992).

Second, there is too often an uncritical acceptance
of a direct causal link between environmental degra-
dation and population displacement.  Implicit in these
writings is the belief that environmental degradation—
as a possible cause of population displacement—can
be separated from other social, economic or political
causes.  It must be recognized that the degradation of
the environment is socially and spatially constructed;
only through a structural understanding of the envi-
ronment in the broader political and cultural context
of a region or country can one begin to understand the
“role” it plays as a factor in population movement.

Third, not only are the definitions offered for envi-
ronmental refugees ambiguous and inconsistent, the
projections of future numbers do not take into consid-
eration adaptation, there is no discussion of the role of
public policy—or other factors—in the increase in the
numbers of displaced people, and the analyses are, in
most cases, quite superficial.  Why do people continue
to move into Mexico City and Chongqing, China, two
of the most polluted places on Earth?  Why does se-
vere environmental degradation not generate large out-
migration in many cases?

Last, some authors are concerned that there is no
legal basis for the definition of “environmental refu-
gee.”  Not only does this conflict with the standard
definition of refugees which was codified in the 1951
Convention and 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of
Refugees, but it may undermine current work towards
using broader human rights criteria to determine refu-
gee status (McGregor, 1993).

Despite these criticisms, it is important not to
trivialize the potential role environmental change may
play in population movement.  It is entirely possible
that the impact of environmental degradation and re-
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source depletion on population movement may be even
more important than these authors suggest.

4. What does “environment” mean in the context of
migration?

Part of the difficulty in determining what role the
“environment” plays as a cause of, or contributor to,
population movement is that authors interpret “envi-
ronment” quite broadly, or keep it ill-defined.  El-
Hinnawi (1985), for example, notes three categories of
“environmental refugees:”

• Those temporarily displaced because of an environ-
mental stress such as an earthquake, or cyclone, and
who will likely return to their original habitat;

• Those permanently displaced because of permanent
changes to their habitat, such as dams or lakes; and

• Those who are permanently displaced desiring an
improved quality of life because their original habitat
can no longer provide for their basic needs.

In these three categories, El-Hinnawi has incorpo-
rated three very different groups of migrants.  In the
first case, there is a temporary movement from physi-
cal danger; the second category involves development
projects where individuals are forced to resettle within
a region (and there is a question how many “internal”
refugees are generated by these processes); and the
third reflects a voluntary movement based on the
“push-pull” model noted above.

It is useful to categorize environmental stress, as
follows (Lonergan, 1994):

• Natural Disasters
Natural disasters include floods, volcanoes and earth-
quakes.  They are usually characterized by a rapid on-
set, and their impact (destructiveness) is a function of
the number of vulnerable people in the region rather
than the severity of the disaster, per se.  Poor people in
developing countries are the most affected because they
are the most vulnerable.  (Droughts, despite a slower
onset, are also included in this category.)  Recent earth-
quakes in Pakistan and flooding in many regions of
the world indicates not only the destructiveness of di-
sasters, but their ability to displace large numbers of
people.

• Cumulative Changes or “Slow-Onset Changes”
Cumulative changes are generally natural processes
occurring at a slower rate which interact with—and are
advanced by—human activities.  The processes include
deforestation, land degradation, erosion, salinity, silt-
ation, waterlogging, desertification and climate warm-
ing.  Human-induced soil degradation is one factor

which directly affects economic sufficiency in rural ar-
eas.  Water availability is another factor which may af-
fect sustainable livelihoods.  Do factors such as water
scarcity and human-induced soil degradation in and
of themselves cause population displacement?  The
linkage is much more indirect; in most cases, one or
more of rapid population growth, economic decline,
inequitable distribution of resources, lack of institu-
tional support and political repression are also present.

• Accidental Disruptions or Industrial Accidents
This category includes chemical manufacture and trans-
port and nuclear reactor accidents.  The two most ob-
vious examples are the nuclear accident at Chernobyl,
in the former USSR in 1986, and the Union Carbide
accident in Bhopal, India, in 1987.  Between 1986 and
1992, there were over 75 major chemical accidents
which killed almost 4000 persons worldwide, injured
another 62,000, and displaced over 2 million (UNEP,
1993).  Most of these displacements, however, were tem-
porary.  In the case of the accident at Bhopal, despite
the death of 2,800 people and illnesses to 200,000 more,
there was virtually no mass movement of population
out of the region.

• Development Projects
Development projects which involve forced resettle-
ment include dams and irrigation projects.  In India,
for example, it has been estimated that over 20 million
persons have been uprooted by development projects
in the past three decades (Fornos, 1992).  The Three
Gorges Dam project in China - expected to displace over
1 million persons - and the Sardar Sarovar Dam project
in India are the most notable present examples.  Rapid
urbanization in some regions of the world is also forc-
ing people from their land; conversion of agricultural
land to urban uses has long been a phenomenon in the
North, and increasingly this is the case in the South as
well.

• Conflict and Warfare
Environmental degradation is considered by many to
be both a cause and effect of armed conflict.  Although
the evidence of wars being fought over the environ-
ment is weak (except, of course, over land), there is an
increasing use of the environment as a “weapon” of
war or, as Gleick (1990) notes, as a “strategic tool.”  One
obvious example in this category was the threat by then
President Ozal of Turkey to restrict the flow of the
Euphrates to Syria and Iraq in order to pressure Syria
to discontinue its support of Kurdish separatists in
Turkey.  Other examples include the purposeful dis-
charge of oil into the Persian Gulf during the Gulf War
and the destruction of irrigation systems during con-
flicts in Somalia.  Such activities have similar—and, in-
deed, more immediate—consequences as the slow-on-
set changes noted above.  But in these cases, it seems

The Role of Environmental Degradation in Population Displacement



10

clear that the “environment” is merely a symptom of a
larger conflict, and the root cause of any population
movement is the conflict itself, and the reasons behind
it.

5. How does one reconcile these different aspects of
environment?

Collectively, it is claimed that these “environmen-
tal” changes have resulted in millions of displaced per-
sons.  The global deterioration of the environment, con-
tinued population growth, and increasing resource
scarcity will likely play an increasing role in popula-
tion movement in the future.  But are these factors all
“environmental?”  And what are the links to migra-
tion?

To understand causal relationships, and to better
design policy interventions, it is imperative that these
five categories be treated separately, and not consid-
ered collectively as “environmental degradation.”  In
some cases, there is minimal impact on population
movement, while in others, the role of “environment”
is extremely difficult to ascertain.  It is clear, for example,
that industrial accidents have had relatively little impact
on migration, with the exception of Chernobyl.  Most
accidents have resulted in a short-term relocation, but
very few (of the more than 2 million cited above) have
been displaced permanently from their homes.  In the
context of other changes, this is a relatively minor con-
cern.

Development projects, while there is little question
that they displace large populations, should also be
treated separately from other categories.  The magni-
tude of some of the projects is, indeed, daunting, and it
has caused the World Bank to avoid any projects which
involve major resettlement programs (such as Sardar
Sarovar in India).  In theory, these projects include a
resettlement component, and are unlikely to produce
the “waves of environmental refugees” that Homer-
Dixon cautions about.

The links between natural disasters and population
displacement are also problematic.  Sadako Ogata, the
UN High Commissioner on Refugees, stated in 1992
that the “majority of refugees are found in arid and
semi-arid areas of the poorest countries of the world.”
Examples of the devastating impact of natural disas-
ters, however, generally come from Bangladesh, Cen-
tral America, Haiti and South Korea.  There is little
question that the number of people affected by natural
disasters has increased markedly over the past three
decades (from 28 million in the 1960s to 64 million in
the 1980s).  Population growth—particularly in vulner-
able areas—and poverty have combined to make larger
numbers of people susceptible to environmental disas-
ters.  And while the number of homeless is significant,
it does not imply that these people migrated to differ-
ent regions or countries.  Indeed, some authors claim

that sudden-onset disasters have resulted more in in-
creased death rather than increased flight (Lee, 1996).

The category of cumulative, or slow-onset, change,
may well be the most important in terms of being a
force in population migration, but it is also the most
difficult to measure.  Environmental changes such as
increased water scarcity and soil degradation may be
one factor among many facing a potential migrant.  As
was noted before, removing environmental processes
from the social, economic and political processes in
which they are embedded is virtually impossible.

6. What is the evidence presented for a link between
environment and migration?

Numerous examples are presented to substantiate
the link between environmental change and popula-
tion movement, but the most common are the Sahel in
Africa, El Salvador, Haiti, and Bangladesh (El Hinnawi,
1985; Hall and Hanson, 1992; Surhke, 1992; Myers,
1995).  There is little doubt that each of these regions/
countries has experienced significant environmental
stress:  droughts, deforestation, soil degradation, and
flooding are the most notable.  But it is also clear that
there are a myriad of other social, economic and insti-
tutional processes which are present.  Rapid popula-
tion growth, inequitable land distribution, civil war,
extreme poverty, and so on.  For example, the Kissinger
Report of 1984 attributed the conflict in El Salvador to
poverty and inequality; the conflict in the country has
resulted in over a million people displaced.  But what
role did the environment play?  Deforestation, exploi-
tation of coastal resources, and the civil war have re-
sulted in substantial environmental damage in the
country (Hall and Hanson, 1992).  In turn, as Leonard
(1989) notes,

If deterioration of these natural resource systems
continues, political and social instability will be ex-
acerbated as will economic stagnation and rural
poverty.  This phenomenon in turn will constrain
future economic and social development in all
seven countries of greater Central America.

Is environmental degradation a root cause of popula-
tion movement in El Salvador?  It likely played a role,
but it was certainly not a root cause.

Another often used example is the Sahel, where
droughts and famine have severely impacted people
in almost every country in the region.  But poverty,
marginal agricultural land, institutional constraints,
war, inflation and landlessness not only increased the
vulnerability of the population to climate variation, but
affected the ability of individuals and communities to
adapt to a changing environment.  The people became
more vulnerable, not because of environmental degra-
dation, per se, but because of a host of other social, eco-
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nomic and institutional factors.
The same is true in all cases which are used as “evi-

dence” of environmental refugees.  The key factor is
that certain populations are becoming more vulnerable
to environmental change because of other factors; pri-
mary among these are poverty and resource inequal-
ity, coupled with population growth, institutional con-
straints, and economic insufficiency.

7. Is there evidence to the contrary?  That environ-
mental change is not linked to migration?

This question is equally problematic.  Direct evi-
dence refuting the claim that environmental factors
influence population migration suffers the same diffi-
culties of isolating one factor as all studies.  Mougeot
(1992) did review World Bank projects to determine if
environment was a proximate cause of population
movement and found no evidence of a connection, but
the scope of this study was very limited.  It is clear that
there remains a need to better understand the linkages
between environmental change and population dis-
placement, to identify regions and populations most
vulnerable to environmental degradation, and to lend
support to the populations at risk.  And despite the
fact that evidence provided to identify the link between
environmental degradation and population displace-
ment is highly speculative, it is important not to
trivialize the role the above factors increasingly may
play in population movements.  Individuals, families
and communities have a remarkable ability to adapt to
changing and distressed conditions, and the initial re-
sponse is to develop stronger safety and coping mecha-
nisms to deal with adverse ecological and economic
circumstances.  But continued environmental degra-
dation and resource depletion coupled with increas-
ing impoverishment in certain regions is placing a
heavy burden on these adaptation responses, and they
are becoming powerful impelling factors in population
displacement.

8. What types of environmental problems might there
be in the future which could affect migration?

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) noted in 1990 that the greatest effect of climate
change may be on human migration as millions of
people will be displaced due to shoreline erosion,
coastal flooding and agricultural disruption.  Based on
this, Myers (1992) projects “environmental refugees”
in a greenhouse-affected world (by the middle of the
next century) at 150 million persons.  While this may
be an overstatement, it is true that sea-level rise and
coastal flooding will require significant adaptation on
the part of some countries, particularly those which
have large populations living within a meter of sea-
level.  The IPCC adds that up to 360,000 km of coast-

line might be affected.
None of the estimates of migration associated with

global warming gives any consideration to adaptation
mechanisms.  While there may be significant implica-
tions for some regions, these changes will occur slowly,
and by all accounts, most communities and regions will
be able to adapt without substantial social or economic
cost.  Again, the most vulnerable will be the poor, with
few options in the face of environmental change.

Water scarcity and poor air quality are other prob-
lems which come to mind.  But Amman, Jordan—with
severe water scarcity—and Mexico City—with the
world’s worst levels of air pollution—are both grow-
ing very rapidly from in-migration.  Indeed, in some
instances, it is easier to find cases of people moving to
regions which have suffered environmental degrada-
tion than moving away from those regions.

Likely the greatest impact on people’s decision to
move will be degradation of the land, through defor-
estation and inappropriate agricultural practices.  Salin-
ization and waterlogging of irrigated land will reduce
output and increase the economic discrepancies be-
tween regions.  However, even land degradation is a
gradual process, which allows for adaptation.

There is a need for further study of the adaptation
mechanisms available to individuals and communities.
How have regions coped with environmental stress?
Why hasn’t resource scarcity resulted in major migra-
tions?  What types of adaptation mechanisms can do-
nor nations assist with?

9. What conclusions can be drawn from the above
information?

The four general conclusions below (some of which
are adapted from Lonergan and Parnwell, forthcom-
ing), reflect the answers to the questions above.

• Generalizations about the relationship between environ-
mental degradation and population movement mask a great
deal of the complexity which characterizes migration deci-
sion-making.

Much of the literature suggests a deterministic
cause and effect model where a set of environmental
stresses will result in a similar response—migration—
from individuals and communities.  This may occur
with certain forms of environmental catastrophe, where
there is no option but to move.  But in general such a
model is very misleading.  Levels of internal differen-
tiation within communities are typically high, and thus
people will have different levels of ability to cope with
environmental stresses.  Furthermore, people’s “toler-
ance thresholds” are highly variable, being surpassed
very readily in some (perhaps the more footloose mem-
bers of a rural community), and being almost insur-
mountable in others (for instance, older residents who
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have a strong attachment to the home area and thus a
built-in inertia).  A proper appreciation and understand-
ing of the complexity and diversity of human responses
to environmental degradation is essential if we are to
identify the full extent of the phenomenon and plan
accordingly.

• It is extremely difficult to isolate the specific contribu-
tion of environmental change in many forms of population

movement, especially those which are more “voluntary” in
nature.

It may be relatively easy to identify the parallel
occurrence of environmental degradation and popula-
tion movement, but assuming a causal link may be
misleading and dangerous.  In reality, movement takes
place in response to a combination of environmental,
economic, social and political (including armed con-
flict) stimuli.  Thus separating environmental processes
from the structures within which they are embedded
is both difficult and a distortion of reality.

• There is also an implicit assumption in the literature
that movement is an assured means of obtaining relief from
environmental pressures.

Despite the ancient Chinese proverb that states “Of
thirty ways to escape danger, running away is the best”
(from El-Hinnawi, 1985), it is not necessarily the case
that movement always reduces environmental—or
other—stress.  In reality, movement may lead to the
substitution of one set of stresses (environmental) for
another (economic, social, political and/or further en-
vironmental stresses).  Movers may have to accept
whatever opportunities come their way in the new lo-
cation.

• An important question—often overlooked where the cen-
tral preoccupation is with identifying the volume of the mi-
gratory movement—concerns the future intentions of envi-
ronmentally-displaced persons, not least with regard to the
duration of their sojourn.

Do migrants intend to return to their home area, if
that option is available, or remain in their new loca-
tion?  The answer to this question will have a signifi-
cant bearing upon their actions and behaviour in their
place of refuge, and is also crucial to the planning pro-

cess.  There are three important stages in the move-
ment process:  survival—using movement as a means
of obtaining relief from environmental stresses;  recov-
ery—where movers are able to use their movement to
recover from the problem, and consolidate their posi-
tion;  and finally, improvement—where a person is able
to use movement as a means of enhancing their posi-
tion and prospects, in which case a return to the place
of origin may be less likely to occur.  The prospects of

reaching any one of these stages will be a function of
the severity of the environmental crisis and the oppor-
tunities which become available to the displacee
through movement.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

These four general conclusions underscore the dif-
ficulty in developing policy prescriptions to deal with
the issue of environmental degradation and popula-
tion movement.  Migration is a complex phenomenon,
and it is not clear what role environmental degrada-
tion plays in influencing a person’s decision to migrate.
It is also difficult, if not impossible, to isolate environ-
ment from other social, economic, and political factors.
And there has been a dearth of research that focuses
on individual or collective human perceptions and
evaluations of actual and expected conditions of the
environment as a source of insecurity and migration
stress.  Developing policy prescriptions in this context,
therefore, is a risky enterprise, at best.  However, ac-
cepting these difficulties, two sets of recommendations
are presented below.  The first set presents general
policy recommendations for assisting communities and
regions under environmental stress, particularly where
that stress may contribute to population movement.
The second set provides specific policy recommenda-
tions for agencies involved in setting refugee policy.

What types of policy recommendations can one make
globally?

Despite the complex nature of migration flows, and
the ongoing debate on the role of environmental deg-
radation as a cause of, or contributor to, migration, there
is little doubt that we need to give greater consider-
ation to environmental deterioration and resource scar-
city in our development assistance activities.  This im-
plies a major emphasis on promoting sustainable de-
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velopment and its ecological, economic and social
manifestations, and ensuring human security.  More
specific recommendations include:

• Develop a system to help anticipate migrations which
might be triggered by environmental disruptions;

• Focus efforts on identifying adaptation mechanisms,
and how these mechanisms might be reinforced in vul-
nerable communities and regions;

• Develop case studies of how environmental degra-
dation influences migration, with specific consideration
of developing procedures to assist those affected by
environmental disruptions;

• Develop better working relationships among human
rights, environment, population and migration orga-
nizations;

• Involve migrants and refugees directly in the devel-
opment of programs to assist those affected by envi-
ronmental deterioration;

• Recognize the cumulative causality of environmen-
tal degradation and population movement, and assist
receiving regions to ensure minimal environmental
impacts of the migration flows;

• Provide assistance to countries most vulnerable to
future environmental change; and

• Recognize that human rights and the environment—
indeed, human security and all its components—
should be the cornerstone of any assistance policies.

Can we make more specific policy recommendations
that are relevant to government agencies?

As noted above, environmental degradation and
resource depletion are only two of many factors that
may contribute to insecurity and, as a response, popu-
lation movement.  Other key factors surely include
population growth and an inequitable distribution of
income and/or resources (often linked to impoverish-
ment).  The following quote from the World Commis-
sion on Environment and Development (WCED, 1987)
is telling:

...Poverty is a major cause and effect of global en-
vironmental problems.  It is therefore futile to at-
tempt to deal with environmental problems with-
out a broader perspective that encompasses the fac-
tors underlying world poverty and international
equality.

This implies that policy prescriptions should fo-
cus on promoting sustainability in resource use, reduc-

ing rates of population growth, and addressing the in-
equitable distribution of income and access to resources
between and within countries.  Such policies should
also incorporate activities which will assist in reduc-
ing both the biophysical and social vulnerability of in-
dividuals and communities to environmental change.
Examples include:

• An increase in support for family planning in devel-
oping countries.  Since population growth is a threat
to the environment and to the economic livelihood of
many people, it is imperative that birth rates are
brought down.
• There must be greater focus on agricultural activities
in developing countries.  This should focus on reduc-
ing erosion and deforestation, and increasing the
sustainability of small farms in marginal areas.
• Greater effort should be made to improve education
and awareness with respect to the environment.  This
includes care for the environment and sustainable re-
source use.
• In this context, an adequate supply of freshwater is
crucial.  It is also imperative that treated water be re-
cycled to agricultural uses.  Inefficient use of water,
water loss in urban areas, and the lack of systems to
use recycled water greatly affect social welfare.
• There must be greater capacity building in the ad-
ministration of environmental programs.  This ranges
from increased support for NGOs in the environmen-
tal field to the development of government agencies
that can participate in international environmental
work.

The complex nature of environment—population
linkages makes it difficult to develop policy recommen-
dations that are as concrete as many would like.  How-
ever, it is apparent that environmental degradation and
resource depletion may play a contributing role in af-
fecting population movement, often filtered through
contexts of poverty and inequity.  In turn, it is clear
that some population movements—particularly large
scale, mass movements—have a negative impact on the
natural environment of receiving regions.  In order to
develop a more concise policy agenda, it is imperative
that further attention be given to the links among en-
vironment, population and poverty; to which groups
are most vulnerable to environmental change; and to
identifying vulnerable regions and future “hot spots”
of insecurity and potential migration/refugee pressure.

REFERENCES

Appleyard, R.T., 1991.  International Migration:  Challenge
for the Nineties.  Geneva:  International Organisation for Mi-
gration.

Black, Richard, 1994.  “Forced migration and environ-
mental change:  the impact of refugees on host environments.“
Journal of Environmental Management, 42: 261-77.

The Role of Environmental Degradation in Population Displacement



14

Beck, R., 1996.  The Case Against Immigration.  New York:
W.W. Norton.

Castles, Stephen and Mark J. Miller. 1993.  The Age of
Migration: International Population Movements in the Modern
World.  New York: The Guildford Press.

Chase, R.S., E. Hill and P. Kennedy, 1996.  “Pivotal states
and U.S. strategy.”  Foreign Affairs, 75(1):  33-51.

Cramb, R.A., 1989.  “Shifting cultivation and resource
degradation in Sarawak:  perception and policies.” Borneo Re-
search Bulletin, 21(1): 22-48.

El-Hinnawi, Essam. 1985.  Environmental Refugees.  United
Nations Environment Programme, Nairobi, Kenya.

Findley, S.E., 1994.  “Does drought increase migration?
A study of migration from rural Mali during the 1983-1985
drought.”   International Migration Review, 28(3): 539-553.

Freeman, D., 1970.  Report on the Iban.  London:  Athlone
Press.

Fornos, Werner, 1992.  Desperate Departures: The Flight of
Environmental Refugees. Washington, D.C.: The Population In-
stitute.

Glassman, J., 1992. “Counter-insurgency, ecocide and the
production of refugees: warfare as a tool of modernization.”
Refuge, 12(1): 27 - 30.

Gleick, P., 1990.  “Environment, resources and interna-
tional security and politics.”  In:  E.H. Arnett (ed), Science and
International Security:  Responding to a Changing World.  Wash-
ington, D.C.: American Association for the Advancement of
Science, pp. 501-523.

Gomes, A., 1983. “Demography and environmental ad-
aptation: a comparative study of two aboriginal populations
in west Malaysia.” In W. F. Arce and G. C. Alvarez (eds.),
Population Change in Southeast Asia. Singapore: Institute of
Southeast Asian Studies.

Gurtov, M., 1991.  “Open borders: a global-humanist ap-
proach to the refugee crisis.”  World Development, 19(5): 485-
496.

Hall, J. and A. Hanson, 1992.  A New Kind of Sharing.
Ottawa:  IDRC Books.

Haque, C.E. and M.Q. Zaman, 1989.  “Coping with
riverbank erosion hazard and displacement in Bangladesh:
survival strategies and adjustments. “  Disasters, 13(4): 300-
314.

Heyzer, Noeleen, 1995.  “Gender, population and envi-
ronment in the context of deforestation:  A Malaysian case
study. “ IDS Bulletin, 26(1): 40-46.

Homer-Dixon, T., 1991.  “On the threshold: environmen-
tal changes as causes of acute conflict.” International Security,
16(2): 76-116.

Hugo, G., 1987. “Postwar refugee migration in South-
east Asia: patterns, problems, and policies.”  In:  J. R. Rogge
(ed.), Refugees: A Third World Dilemma. New Jersey: Rowan
and Littlefield.

Hugo, G., 1996. “Environmental concerns and interna-
tional migration.”  International Migration Review.

ICIHI (The Independent Commission on International
Humanitarian Issues), 1986.  Refugees: The Dynamics of Dis-
placement.  London: Zed Books.

Jacobson, Jodi, 1988.  Environmental Refugees: A Yardstick
of Habitability. Worldwatch Paper 86, Washington, D.C.:
Worldwatch Institute.

Kavanagh, B. and S. Lonergan, 1992, Environmental Deg-
radation, Population Displacement and Global Security, Canadian
Global Change Program, Technical Report, December 1992.

Laissally-Jacob and Michael Zmolek, 1992.  “Environ-
mental Refugees: Special Issue.” Refuge.  Centre for Refugee
Studies.  York Lanes Press: York.

Lamm, R. and G. Imhoff, 1985.  The Immigration Time
Bomb:  The Fragmenting of America.  New York:  E.P. Dutton.

Lazarus, D., 1990.  “New strangers at the door?”  Refu-
gees, 84: 11-12.

Lee, Shin-wha, 1996.  “In limbo: environmental refugees
in the Third World.” Paper presented at the NATO Advanced
Research Workshop on Conflict and the Environment,
Bokesjø, Norway, June.

Leonard, H.J., 1989.  Environment and the Poor:  Develop-
ment Strategies for a Common Agenda.  Washington, D.C.:  Over-
seas Development Council.

Li, P., 1996. The Making of Post-War Canada.  Toronto:
Oxford University Press.

Lonergan, Stephen, 1994.  Population movement and the
environment.  Paper presented at the Seminar on International
Migration, Citizenship and Immigration, Hull, Quebec,
Canada, June 8, 1994.

Lonergan, S.C. and D. Brooks, 1994.  Watershed: The Role
of Freshwater in the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict.  Ottawa: IDRC
Press.

Lonergan, Stephen and Michael Parnwell (forthcoming).
“Environmental degradation and population displacement.”
Environment and Security.

Massey, Douglas S., et al. 1993.  “Theories of interna-
tional migration: a review and appraisal.”  Population and De-
velopment Review, Vol.19, No.3.

McGregor, JoAnn. 1993. “Refugees and the environ-
ment.”  In: Richard Black and Vaughan Robinson, eds., Geog-
raphy and Refugees.  Belhaven Press: London.

Meissner, Doris M. et al. 1993.  International Migration:
Challenges in a New Era. A Report to the Trilateral Commis-
sion: 44.  New York: The Trilateral Commission.

Mougeout, Luc. 1992. Outmigration Induced by Environ-
mental Degradation.  Environment Department, World Bank:
Washington, D.C.

Myers, N. 1986. “The environmental dimension to secu-
rity issues.”  The Environmentalist, 6(4): 251 - 257.

Myers, N., 1993.  “Environmental refugees in a globally
warmed world.”  Bioscience, 43(11), 752-61.

Myers, N. 1995.  Environmental Exodus: An Emergent Cri-
sis in the Global Arena.  Washington, D.C: Climate Institute.

Nash, A. and Alena Perout, 1993. “Environmental refu-
gees.” Policy Options, June: 17-21.

Oliver, Michel, ed. 1992.  The Movement of Peoples: A View
from the South. Ottawa: The Group of 78.

Padoch, Christine, 1988.  “Agriculture in interior Borneo:
shifting cultivation and alternatives.”  Expedition, 30(1): 18-
28.

Features - Steve Lonergan



15

Parnwell, Mike, 1993.  Population Movements and the Third
World.  London: Routledge.

Parnwell, Michael J.G. and David M. Taylor, forthcom-
ing.  “Environmental degradation, non-timber forest prod-
ucts and Iban communities in Bintulu Division, Sarawak:
impact, response and future prospects.” In: Michael J.G.
Parnwell and Raymond Bryant, eds, People, Resources and
Environmental Change in South-East Asia: Context, Process and
Options. London: Routledge.

Pearce, K.G., V. Luna Amen and Surik Jok, 1987.  “An
ethnobotanical study of an Iban community of the Pantu Sub-
District, Sri Aman, Division 2, Sarawak.”  Sarawak Museum
Journal, XXXVII, Dec., pp. 193-270.

Portes, Alejandro and M. Patricia Fernandez Kelly, 1989.
“Images of movement in a changing world: a review of cur-
rent theories of international migration.” International Review
of Comparative Public Policy, Vol.1.

Rondinelli, D. A., 1991. “Asian urban development in
the 1990s: from growth control to urban diffusion.” World
Development, 19(7):  791 - 803.

Sachs, Aaron, 1995.  “Eco-Justice: Linking Human Rights
and the Environment.”  Worldwatch Paper 127.  Washington
D.C.: Worldwatch Institute.

Scoones, Ian, 1992.  “Coping with drought: responses of
herders and livestock in contrasting savanna environments
in southern Zimbabwe.”  Human Ecology, 20(3): 293-314.

Shiva, Vandana. 1993.  “Homeless in the Global Village.”
In: Vandana Shiva and Maria Mies, eds., Ecofeminism.  Halifax:
Fernwood Publications.

Simmance, A. J. F., 1987.  “The impact of large-scale refu-
gee movements and the role of UNHCR.”  In:  J. R. Rogge
(ed.), Refugees: A Third World Dilemma. New Jersey: Rowan
and Littlefield.

Stoett, P.J., 1993.  Environmental refugees:  conceptual prob-
lems and international mitigation.  Paper presented to the Ca-
nadian Political Science Association, Calgary, June.

Suhrke, Astri, 1992.  Environmental degradation, migration
and conflict.  Paper presented at the Brookings Institutions,
Washington, D.C., May.

Suhrke, Astri, 1994.  “Environmental degradation, and
population flows.”  Journal of International Affairs, 47(2).

Suhrke, Astri. 1996.  “Environmental change, migration,
conflict: a lethal feedback dynamic?”  Paper presented at the
NATO Advanced Research Workshop on Conflict and the En-
vironment, Bokesjø, Norway, June.

Suhrke, A. and A. Visentin, 1991, “The environmental
refugee: a new approach.”  Ecodecision, September, 73-74.

Sutlive, V.H., 1978.  The Iban of Sarawak.  Arlington
Heights (Ill.):  AHM Pub. Corp.

Trolldalen, J., N. Birkeland, J. Borgen and P. Scott, 1992.
“Environmental refugees - a discussion paper.”  World Foun-
dation for Environment and Development and the Norwe-
gian Refugee Council, Oslo.

United Nations Development Program (UNDP), 1994.
Human Development Report 1994.  New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press.

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 1993.

The State of the World’s Refugees: The Challenge of Protection.
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. Geneva,
Switzerland.

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 1995.
The State of the World’s Refugees: In Search of Solutions.  United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. Geneva, Switzer-
land.

Vickers, William T., 1994.  “From opportunism to nascent
conservation: the case of the Siona-Secoya.”  Human Nature,
5(4): 307-37.

Vlachos, E., 1996.  “Environmental threats and mass mi-
grations:  the growing challenge of environmental refugees.”
Paper presented at the NATO Advanced Research Workshop
on Conflict and the Environment, Bokesjø, Norway, June.

Weiner, Myron. 1993. “Security, Stability and Interna-
tional Migration” in M. Weiner, ed., International Migration
and Security. Westview Press: Boulder, Colorado.

Westing, Arthur H., 1989.  “The environmental compo-
nent of comprehensive security.”  Bulletin of Peace Proposals,
20(2): 129-134.

Westing, Arthur H., 1992. “Environmental refugees: a
growing category of displaced persons.” Environmental Con-
servation 19(3): 201-207.

Westing, Arthur H., 1994, “Population, desertification
and migration.”  Environmental Conservation, 21(2), 110-14.

Williamson, C., 1996.  The Immigration Mystique.  New
York:  Basic Books.

Wolf, A., 1995.  Hydropolitics Along the Jordan River: Scarce
Water and its Impact on the Arab-Israeli Conflict.  Tokyo: United
Nations University Press.

World Commission on Environment and Development
(WCED), 1987, Our Common Future, Oxford:  Oxford Univer-
sity Press.

World Resources Institute (WRI), 1996.  World Resources,
1996-1997.  New York:  Oxford Univ. Press.

Zaman, M.Q. and C.E. Haque, 1991.  “Working together:
reflections on collaborative research in Bangladesh.”  Cana-
dian Journal of Development Studies, XII(2): 387-403.

Notes
1 A note on terminology: Throughout the text, three terms
are used to denote the role of the environment as a cause of.
or contributor to, population movement.  My strong prefer-
ence is to use the term “environmental migrants” or “envi-
ronmental degradation and population displacement.”  These
terms encompass the range of cases where environmental
degradation may result in a voluntary move, an impelled
move, or a forced move.  However, the term “environmental
refugees”—which implies the movement was forced and that
international protection is required—has entered the
populat=r language through the various articles and books
noted throughout this document (some of them published
by the UN).  In cases where direct reference is being made to
previous work which uses the term “environmental refu-
gees,” this term is kept, but included with quotation marks.
2  It should be noted that, with global warming, the magni-
tude and frequency of extreme events is expected to increase,
further exacerbating this problem.
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