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Climate change and Migration: Evidence from the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) 

MINUTES OF THE MEETING, June 20, 2013 

Opening 

Representatives of the CMI, AFD and WB opened the meeting to welcome participants and clarify the 

objectives and background of the study. Climate-driven migration has rapidly become a top 

development issue. The debate is often nourished by figures and numbers about future climate migrants 

and broader policy discussions about the implications. So far though, there are very limited studies that 

have attempted to back the hypothesis that climate has an impact on migration decision with empirical 

quantitative research. The meeting aimed at presenting the results of the first multi country survey 

carried out on this topic, with a view to gathering feedback from experts and country stakeholders for 

inclusion in the final report, and discussing the relevance of the results for national policy agendas and 

future work.  

The work was financed by the Trust Fund for Environmentally and Socially Sustainable Development and 

the AFD. Partner organizations involved at different stages included the International Migration 

Organization, the United Nations University and the UK Foresight Environmental Migration team.  

Presentation of the report 

The study focuses on households’ perceptions of climate shocks and their impact on migration decisions. 

Therefore the study looks at past trends to assess ‘what has happened’ with a view to allowing for a 

better sense of what is likely to happen once the effects of climate change, in terms of both rapid and 

slow onset events, will play out.  

Migration is a multi-faceted phenomenon driven by both push (negative local conditions) or pull 

(positive external attraction) factors. The regression models used in the study estimate that climatic 

reasons account for 5% andto? 15% of migration based on whether the indirect impact of climate 

change impacts other push and pull factors, such as job opportunities. There are significant parallels in 

these results with those from similar studies in both South Asia and Africa. 

MENA is primarily impacted by droughts, and sudden floods to a lesser extent. The frequency of 

extreme events has increased, and households do perceive this deterioration. Although negatively 

exposed (loss of revenues), households have limited capacity to adaptation strategies. Migration is one 

of them, and a frequently used one, especially on a short term adaptation (temporary migrations). 

Internal migrations within MENA countries are predominant compared to external migrations. 

Migration can be an adaptation option, but it is not always available. Migration is costly. A major risk is 

the constitution of territorial traps: increased vulnerability in a region may prevent the generation of 

sufficient monetary resources for households to migrate.  
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Poor households are more affected by external climatic shocks as they are more exposed to agricultural 

production. Coping strategies include: using savings, selling assets of livestock, or withdrawing children 

from school for work purposes. Affected households express a limited ability to recover from weather 

shocks, with up to one third claiming that there was no full recovery at all from shocks. These numbers 

are significantly higher than in other regions.  

Migration plays an important adaptation function in its capacity to generate remittances towards the 

sending communities. Research shows that there is a negative correlation between amounts of 

remittances and climate stricken areas, but a positive one between the impacts of remittances on 

human development outcomes (schooling, health) and climate. In other words, less favorable climatic 

zones attract relatively smaller monetary transfers, but the impact of such transfers is higher on basic 

HD indicators. The development of safety nets programs can be further developed to allow for a 

mechanism for protection of 

Comments 

Many comments addressed the methodological aspects of the report. This study highlights the fact that 

the environment is one among many factors contributing to migration. Relying on households’ 

perceptions could be supported by available data on actual climate trends. In addition the study could 

provide more clarity on the distinction between past weather shocks and future climate change.  Finally, 

other climate induced events other than floods and droughts can play a major role in migration.  

The study could clarify how the choice of vulnerable zones was carried out. In the case of Egypt for 

instance, the choice of areas does not capture the major migration flows from South to North.  

As the survey looks back over a period of 5 years, the study could try to distinguish between immediate 

copying strategies and longer term adaptation strategies. Permanent migration effects are probably 

more visible over longer periods. The study also focuses on internal migration only. But migration is 

often a multi-steps process whereby migrants migrate internally, then acquire competencies in big 

cities, and eventually move abroad. The study should also check for the total migration figures provided: 

the estimates for Morocco appear on the low side.  

Strong linkages with national and local policy makers are needed to raise awareness and enhance 

cooperation. Although based on surveys from 5 countries, the report has a regional scope, which allows 

drawing the general tendencies that would be lacking through a national lens. MENA is probably the 

region with the least amount of publications on this aspect. IOM is releasing its Migration Policy Practice 

by end of June, and publishing a book on climate change and migration: “People on the move in a 

changing climate”. IOM invited the authors to participate to a new project to be held in Geneva by fall: 

household survey on migration as a potential adaptation strategy. UN University on Environment and 

Human Security had a similar approach on adaptation strategies as drivers for migration, through 

household’s surveys (regional coverage). Another activity would be to organize national knowledge 

sharing workshops addressing the lessons learned from this work. One specific theme could be how to 
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better leverage migrants’ transfers and remittances for adaptation. Participants were invited to send 

additional comments to the report before July 15.  

 


