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North Americans have firsthand 

experience 

Hanna, Alberta, Canada 1930s



Migrant family at roadside, OK, 1937
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Refugee camp, rural California 1936 U
S
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Orphaned refugee children, California, 1935
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Child labourer, Kern County, CA 1938
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Starvation, Sequoyah County, OK, 1939 U
S
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New Orleans post-Katrina
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Some questions

• Why does migration sometimes occur 

during periods of environmental/climatic 

stress, but not always?

• Why do some people migrate in the face 

of drought while others do not?

• Why do some people return to New 

Orleans while others do not?



Migration in context of adaptation 

• The range of adaptation options available 

in Saskatchewan may not be the same as 

in Nigeria

Saskatchewan 2002Northern Nigeria, 2005



Migration as adaptation

• Migration is one of a range of potential 

adaptive responses to environmental 

stress

• Is presently used in many parts of world

• Is typically initiated at the household level

• Is not available to everyone

• Is not used by all who might do so

See McLeman & Smit, 2006 in Climatic Change 76, pp31-53 



Factors influencing environmental 

migration

Nature of household’s wealth

• Land tenure

• Transferability of wealth/savings



Factors influencing environmental 

migration

Nature of social networks

• Strong local social networks and 

community institutions are disincentives to 

migration

• Geographically extensive social networks 

facilitate longer-distance migration



Factors influencing environmental 

migration

Nature of household’s cultural, physical 

attributes

• Advanced age, poor health, broken 

families are disincentives to migration

• Youth, education, transferable skills 

facilitate migration



Social distinctions in environmental 

migration

More likely to migrate:

• Young, healthy, 

skilled, educated

• Middle class, working 

class, rural poor

• Family ties elsewhere

Less likely to migrate:

• Wealthier classes, 

landowners, owners 

of fixed assets

• Urban poor

• Elderly, infirm, broken 

families



Where to watch for future climate 

change migrants

• Areas where populations have limited 

capacity to cope with existing climatic risks

• Examples: South Asia, dryland China, 

Sudano-Sahelian Africa, North American 

Plains, tropical storm belts, low-lying 

coastal plains, atolls
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