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theoretical, legal and policy research on climate change and migration;
 – to inform national and international policy dialogue, such as the IPCC 

and other policy initiatives;
 – to expand research capacity in the area of climate change and migra-

tion; and
 – to establish a network of Europe-based social science researchers 

working on climate change and migration.
Our work is subdivided into three working groups: Working Group 
I (WGI) —Knowledge; Working Group II (WGII)—Law and Policy; and 
Working Group III (WGIII) - Theory. The focus of WGI is empirical 
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Disclaimer – IOM 

The opinions expressed in the report are those of the authors and do not 
necessarily reflect the views of the International Organization for Migra-
tion (IOM). The designations employed and the presentation of material 
throughout the report do not imply the expression of any opinion what-
soever on the part of IOM concerning the legal status of any country, 
territory, city or area, or of its authorities, or concerning its frontiers or 
boundaries. IOM is committed to the principle that humane and orderly 
migration benefits migrants and society. As an intergovernmental orga-
nization, IOM acts with its partners in the international community 
to: assist in meeting the operational challenges of migration; advance 
understanding of migration issues; encourage social and economic 
development through migration; and uphold the human dignity and 
well-being of migrants. www.iom.int 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored 
in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, elec-
tronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise without the 
prior written permission of the publisher. 
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Introduction

A
s the environment, climate change and migration complex nexus 
is drawing increasing attention in the contemporary interna-
tional agenda, The State of Environmental Migration 2014: Review 
of the Year 2013 is the fourth of our annual publication1, with a 
specific focus on the year 2013 and aiming to enhance under-
standing on natural disasters, sudden onset events and slow 
onset events and their links to human mobility. The publication 
is not only focused on 2013 events but does also consider the 

longer term impacts of a natural event on migration, as we can assess them with the 
state of knowledge we have in 2013, as well as developments at policy level relating 
migration, climate and the environment.

The State of Environmental Migration series seeks to document empirical 
evidence to provide an annual assessment on the changing nature and dynamics of 
environment and climate related migration throughout the world. Written by the 
graduate students enrolled in the “Environment and Migration” course at the Paris 
School of International Affairs (PSIA) of Sciences Po, this report goes through the 
issue of environmental migration, by analyzing case studies selected by students.

The report is jointly published by Sciences Po and the International Organization 
for Migration (IOM). IOM is particularly concerned with human mobility matters 
in the context of environmental degradation and a changing climate. The organiza-
tion acknowledges that the migration, environment and climate change nexus has 
emerged as one of the thematic policy areas in expansion within national, regional 
and international migration and climate agendas. This new volume of the State of 
Environmental Migration is also part of IOM’s commitment to provide information 
and knowledge on different environmental migration issues and to engage with 
academic partners in the development of research, data and publications. The publi-
cation benefits from the agreement between IOM and the University of Michigan 
Ford School of Public Policy and from the work undertaken by Amanda Van Dort 
with IOM in 2014. 

This edition reviews case studies across continents, dealing with both developing 
and developed counties. It tackles a diversity of natural events such as storms, floods 
and drought, while analyzing many different types of migration such as pastoralist 
movements, displacement due to natural disasters or cross-border displacement. It 
considers key concepts as community resilience and social vulnerability and how 
resilience and vulnerability impact on migration strategies. Furthermore it provides 

1.  State of Environmental Migration 2013: Review of the year 2012 (IDDRI, IOM, COST, 2013) ; State of Environ-
mental Migration 2011 (IDDRI, IOM), 2012 ; State of Environmental Migration 2010 (IDDRI, IOM), 2011
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examples of policy responses such as resettlement, national adaptation strategies, 
disaster risk reduction and return and perspectives at the individual, community and 
national and regional levels.

METHoDoloGIcAl concERnS

As for the last editions, the choice of the cases studied was based on predefined 
criteria. The case studies needed to address events that occurred in 2013 or that were 
still on-going in 2013. They needed to present and assess the different policy and 
humanitarian responses implemented. The methodology applied tried to capture 
both quantitative and qualitative information on each specific case, with limited 
possible field work. However, the joint publication with IOM has facilitated students’ 
contacts with IOM staff members on the field allowing some of them to rely on first-
hand sources. Others have interviewed experts such as scholars, policy makers and 
journalists, as well as migrants and community leaders. The key sources of informa-
tion remain governmental agencies’ reports, international, national and non-govern-
mental humanitarian and emergency relief reports, along with press articles. 

Students faced many challenges: how to deal with events that are so recent and 
to analyze them within such a short time frame which makes it difficult to size all 
consequences, have all data available and contextualize their findings?  How to work 
through secondary sources of information of varied nature in particular the preemi-
nence of media articles and to be able to raise contradictory views to their argu-
ments? How to deal with sources of information that are only from governmental 
channels and with the overall lack of quantitative data? How to conceptualize envi-
ronmental migration and to identify environmental migrants when migration is 
driven by multiple factors and it is difficult to isolate environmental and climatic 
factors? How to define and what terms to use, when migrants do not fall squarely 
in any legal categories and a mix of normative, legal and rights based approaches 
need to be considered? Finally, how to analyze the policy responses that cut across a 
large number of policy areas, including adaptation, migration, development, human-
itarian, human security  or disaster risk reduction? 

The publication gathers the students’ choices, as guided during the course work 
and through exchanges with IOM. However, the chapters express above all the 
students’ voices, their views and investigations and this is a great part of what the 
State of Environmental Migration aims to offer: the understanding of a complex and 
evolving area of work through the perspectives of young researchers.

THE YEAR 2013: MIGRATIon AnD DISPlAcEMEnT  
DuE To EnVIRoMEnTAl AnD clIMATIc FAcToRS

The Global Estimates Report2 released in September 2014 by the Internal Displace-
ment Monitoring Centre (IDMC) offers evidence that 22 million people were newly 
displaced as a result of natural disasters in 2013. 

As the previous years, the year 2013 underwent a series of natural hazards 
inducing mass displacements, more frequently in the most exposed and vulnerable 
countries.  More than 600 events were recorded during the year, of which 37 involved 
mass movements ranging from 100,000 to over four million people.  Asia was the 
worst affected region in 2013 by natural disasters. Within the 20 largest displacement 

2.  IDMC 2014 Global Estimates
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events, 17 were recorded in this region, with Typhoon Haiyan attracting most 
of the media’s attention. This dramatic hazard is ranked as the strongest tropical 
cyclone ever recorded: it devastated several Southeast Asian countries, affecting 14 
million people and displacing 4 million. Among natural disasters, typhoons, floods 
and earthquakes were the most frequent, particularly in China and the Philippines. 
Sub-Saharan Africa was not spared either, rainy season floods triggering population 
displacement in Niger, Chad, Sudan, South Sudan, and Mozambique. The exposure 
of population to hazard is a crucial variable, making some countries more vulnerable 
to natural disasters. Environment and natural disaster- related displacement was also 
recorded in the developed countries:  Typhoon Man-yi in the Chubu region of Japan 
displaced 260,000 people, tornadoes in the US state of Oklahoma 218,500, and floods 
in Alberta, Canada, displaced 120,000.

These data, though striking, are not comprehensive. They do not account specifi-
cally for cross border displacement and do not explore the wide range of ‘environ-
mentally’ induced human mobility such as drought driven migration or slow onset 
events such as desertification and ocean acidification, sea level rise and their impacts 
on human mobility. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) released 
in September 2013 its fifth scientific assessment report showing that climate change 
effects are happening at a quick and intense path; hence the impacts on people’s 
livelihoods cannot be ignored. 

This volume shows that different types of natural events may induce different 
forms of environmental migration. Environmental migration can take the shape of 
short term displacement, permanent migration, circular migration, evacuation, reset-
tlement, return and so on. This broad term is used to address all shapes of human 
mobility in which people exposed to natural disasters, or to a deteriorating environ-
ment, may have to move to survive, or may decide to move as a strategy of liveli-
hood diversification. The selected case studies in this volume show that, migration 
remains one of the most ancient strategies to face hard environmental conditions 
and can represent an adaptation strategy with a positive potential.

This volume stresses also the importance of the recognition of the environment as 
a driver of migration in order to have a better understanding of the potential impacts 
of a changing environment on migration and to see how migration can be main-
streamed in many policy areas. The report seeks to raise awareness on the effects of 
climate change on the livelihoods of vulnerable populations, which therefore requires 
a coordinated effort to manage, facilitate voluntary migration or prevent forced 
forms of migration when a massive displacement is likely to occur. As a consequence, 
the issue of migration induced by environmental and climatic factors is gradually 
appearing in regional programmes. The importance of regional cooperation should 
be therefore emphasized, as most environmental migration is either of an internal 
or regional nature. Cross-border dynamics are also mostly regional and require better 
exchange of information, data and sharing of responsibilities among countries. 

PolIcY DEVEloPMEnTS In 2013

The relationship between environment, climate, disasters and migration gained rele-
vance in the international political processes and negotiations in 2013. 

The powerful typhoon that swept through the Philippines painfully called atten-
tion on the impacts of climate and disasters on people’s lives and livelihoods, as the 
United Nations Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 19th Conference of Parties 
(COP) opened in Warsaw. The President of the COP19, Marcin Korolec, Poland’s 
Minister of Environment mentioned in his opening speech that the typhoon claimed 
thousands of lives, “leaving hundreds of thousands of people displaced from their homes. 
A great human tragedy. Unforgettable, painful, awakening”.
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The COP19 in Warsaw, built on the 2012 Doha decision paragraph 7 a) mentioning 
migration, and mandating the executive committee of the Loss and Damage 
mechanism to take action on enhancing knowledge and understanding on human 
mobility, through the agreement on the “Warsaw international mechanism for loss 
and damage” (decision -/CP.19 para 5 (b). The committee was mandated to develop 
a two-year work plan and to enhance engagement with relevant stakeholders and 
initiatives outside the UNFCCC.

COP 19 was equally important to stress the climate adaptation approach. The 
UNFCCC Secretariat invited Parties and organizations to balance mitigation and 
adaptation actions, as set for the objectives of the 2015 agreement that adapta-
tion capacity should be built while binding nations together into effective global 
mitigation efforts. As of COP19, all 48 Parties of the Least Developed Countries 
umbrella concluded their National Adaptation Programmes of Action (NAPA) prep-
aration process. The Secretariat also pledged for technical and financial support 
to the National Adaption Plans (NAP) process in order to assist the least devel-
oped country Parties in undertaking their NAPs process that is also a way for states 
to integrate human mobility matters in their national planning. International 
agencies and non-inter-governmental organizations worked together within the 
framework of a climate advisory group comprising UNHCR, IOM, United Nations 
University (UNU), United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), International 
Labor Organization (ILO) and IDMC and the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) to 
advocate for the incorporation of human mobility matters in the climate negotia-
tions within the UNFCCC framework. The climate negotiations remain a relevant 
policy space for the migration and climate debate and action.

One other key relevant area of policy is disaster risk reduction. The biennial 
Fourth Session of the Global Disasters Risk Reduction Platform was organized in 
May 2013, In Geneva Switzerland, chaired by Switzerland, and brought together 
over 3,500 participants from 172 countries.  The Platform met at a crucial stage 
to provide elements of the future framework for disaster risk reduction (second 
Hyogo Agreement to be reached in 2015, HFA2)  and in the international prepara-
tions for the post-2015 development agenda and called for disaster risk to be overtly 
recognized in the post-2015 development. It was followed by Regional Platform 
meetings and national consultations. At the Global Platform, the Governments of 
Pakistan, Kenya and the Philippines, with the support of IDMC, and IOM organ-
ized an event focused on “Disaster-related displacement and migration: new poli-
cies and tools for more effective prevention and response”, in order to contribute 
to the development of the Hyogo Framework Agreement (HFA) successor agree-
ment. The disaster risk reduction policy arena remains a relevant space to provide 
a common framework to address disaster-related displacement and migration and 
to further anchor the discussions in ongoing work on sustainable development 
and resilience.

At the humanitarian level, the Global Camp Coordination and Camp Manage-
ment (CCCM) Cluster is composed of a number of partner agencies with IOM and 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) co-leading the 
Global CCCM Cluster for natural disaster and conflict-induced IDP situations, 
respectively. In 2013, cluster partners included 17 agencies. CCCM Cluster works in 
countries impacted by natural disasters and thus has a great role to play to improve 
the humanitarian response to natural disasters.

Other fora provided in 2013 space for policy discussions on climate, envi-
ronment and land, where human mobility matters were brought to the front by 
different states and agencies such as the “High-level Meeting on National Drought 
Policy (HMNDP)” organized by the World Meterological Organization (WMO), the 
United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) and the Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), or the 3rd Asia Pacific 
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Climate Change Adaptation Forum held in Seoul with a session organized by the 
Asian Development Bank (ADB) and IOM on migration and adaptation.

The year 2013 was quite significant for European negotiations on climate, as the 
European Commission adopted a Working paper on migration and climate change as 
part of the Communication package on the EU Adaptation Strategy approved in spring 
20133. This paper recognized that “there is growing evidence that climate change, climate-
induced events and environmental disruptions are likely to assume greater importance in 
influencing migration, particularly within the developing world” and has a specific focus 
on human mobility induced by environmental degradation, including land degra-
dation, drought, desertification, rising sea level, and by climate induced disasters, 
such as drought, floods, extreme weather events, winter storms and heat waves. This 
is an important achievement, since it enhanced the discussion on climate induced 
migration at EU level and sought to clarify which should be EU role to adequately 
respond to the challenge posed from environmental migration. The Communication 
also aimed to identify what are the legal options and policy responses at EU level to 
protect and accompany climate migrants. Finally it advocated mainstreaming climate 
change adaptation and mitigation into EU sector policies, including also migration 
policies and social issues.

At the level of IOM, the migration, environment and climate change nexus has 
emerged as one of the thematic policy areas in expansion within national, regional 
and international agendas. In 2013, all the Regional bi-annual Strategies developed 
by IOM’s nine regional offices around the world acknowledge that environmental, 
climatic and ecological factors increasingly influence human mobility, in both its 
forced and voluntary forms. Moreover, in 2013, 54 offices worldwide responded to 
IOM’s internal survey on environmental migration, calling attention on the height-
ened relevance of environmental and climatic factors for migration management 
activities. The responses coming from national offices, mandated to work on a 
broad spectrum of migration management aspects, is an interesting barometer of 
states seriously considering the links between migration, environment and climate. 
Throughout 2013 IOM enhanced the use of its Migration Crisis Operational Frame-
work (MCOF), which was developed in 2012 and applied to respond to Typhoon 
Haiyan the day after the event. The organization took stock in 2013 of its activities 
implemented between 2010 and 2013, identifying 257 projects contributing to disaster 
response, risk reduction and resilience building in 31 countries directly benefitting at 
least 23 million individuals4.

Launched in October 2012, the Nansen Initiative seeks to promote a protection 
agenda for cross-border disaster-induced displaced people through regional consul-
tations and research. Two regional consultations were organized in 2013 in the Pacific 
(Rarotonga, Cook Islands) and in Central America (San Jose, Costa Rica). The Initia-
tive offers a useful space for discussion at regional levels and with a focus on protec-
tion and legal frameworks.

Finally, in 2013, the Climate Vulnerable Forum (CVF), an international partner-
ship of countries highly vulnerable to a warming planet launched a new Action Plan 
under the Costa Rica presidency for the 2013-15 period that mandates new research, 
high-level consultations and diplomatic activities. Joint efforts of CVF members 
till 2015 are focused in six multi-lateral sectors, one of them being migration which 
shows the importance of human mobility in the context of climate change for most 
vulnerable countries.

3. EU working paper on climate adaptation strategy: http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/adaptation/what/docs/
swd_2013_138_en.pdf

4. IOM Compendium on Disaster Risk Reduction and Resilience, 2013
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In THIS EDITIon

This volume provides an overview of recent cases of migration induced by or related 
to environmental or climatic factors in each major region of the world.  The first 
chapter addresses environment related displacement in Asia. It begins with environ-
mental displacement in the Philippines analyzing the recovery process and return 
after Typhoon Haiyan, known as Yolanda. It continues with a review of the impacts 
of the 2013 typhoon in Vietnam; than assesses the evolution and impacts if environ-
mental migration in Inner Mongolia before exploring the social vulnerability and 
environmental migration in Urmia Lake region of Iran, by providing comparative 
insights from the Aral Sea. 

The second chapter addresses African cases of environmental migration.  It begins 
with Angola’s drought, which hit the country between the end of year 2012 and the 
beginning of 2013 and is considered the worst drought in 30 years. It then tackles out-
migration from Uganda, particularly the district of Karamoja in the north-eastern 
part of the country, where pastoralists are forced to leave the dry lands. 

The third chapter is dedicated to the Americas. It begins with cases of spring 2013, 
such as the resettlement of the community of Netwok in Alaska. It continues with the 
earthquake-induced internal displacement and cross-border migration on Hispan-
iola in 2013. It then explores the Haitian Migration flows to Brazil, by providing an 
insight of the ongoing consequences of the 2010 earthquake; reviews the Colorado 
Wildfires of 2013 and tackles floods and displacement in Bolivia. 

The fourth chapter is focused on Europe. It addresses the impact of displacement 
in the 2013/2014 Southern England winter floods and it deals with the challenge of 
community resilience.

Finally, the volume concludes with a special focus on displacement induced by 
development projects including the story of Gilgel Gibe III: Dam-induced displace-
ment in Ethiopia and Kenya; and ends by analyzing water management in Thailand 
and dams through the voices of affected and displaced people. ♦

Dina Ionesco5, François Gemenne, Pauline Brücker

5.  With thanks to Serena ODIANOSE for her inputs and support
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Recovery and return after 
typhoon Haiyan/Yolanda
Environmental displacement  
in the Philippines

S
uper typhoon Haiyan, locally known as Yolanda, hit the Visaya 
Islands of the Philippines on November 8, 2013 around 5 a.m. 
local time producing one of the most severe human tragedies 
the country has ever seen. Only 3 days after the natural disaster 
the 19th session of the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) Conference of the Parties (COP19) 
began in Warsaw from 11 to 22 of November. The touching and 
tearful speech given by the lead climate negotiator of the Philip-

pines Yeb Sano, who is originally from the completely devastated city of Tacloban, 
earned standing ovations and an applause that lasted several minutes. He also 
announced that he would start a hunger strike against the passivity and stagnation 
of the COP in the Figure ht against greenhouse gas emissions and global warming as 
a consequence of climate change (Young 12.11.2013). The conference provoked strong 
reactions of compassion and, as described by UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, 
typhoon Haiyan has given a “human face” to climate change (Nunez 22.11.2013) 
pointing to the millions of people affected by the typhoon. 

The occurrence of highly destructive storms has been increasing in the past few 
decades especially for disaster-prone countries like the US (Katrina 2005, Sandy 2012) 
or island states like the Philippines, yearly haunted by over 20 tropical storms (Ther 
07.11.2013) which regularly cause great devastation (ultimately by Typhoon Bohol 2012). 
But never has a tropical storm been as devastating as Haiyan/Yolanda, overwhelming 
local, national and international authorities. According to the United Nations offices 
the typhoon affected in total 9 regions, 44 provinces and nearly 600 municipalities. 
The human impact was tremendous: 14.1 million people were affected (almost 15 
percent of the total population), over 6,000 died and almost 2,000 were by the time 
still missing. In total 4.1 million people were displaced by the event and 1.1 million 
houses were damaged (OCHA & UNEP 14.01.2014). A few days after the disaster 1,552 
government-run evacuation centers were hosting approximately 387,450 displaced 
people (IDMC 2013c). 

Following the flood, media all around the world uncovered the devastation and 
mobilized huge amounts of international aid. The Filipino government together with 
several UN- and other international aid agencies, but also smaller NGOs actively took 
part to alleviate the situation of the displaced. Nevertheless Haiyan clearly showed the 
limited capacity of the international community to handle a disaster of this extent. 
In this paper we will primarily try to assess the situation of the displaced people and 
draw their migration since Typhoon Haiyan until now. We will try to focus on the 
recovery process as a whole and the return of Internally Displaced People (IDPs), as 
well as the short and long-term challenges. Furthermore, we will examine the policy 
responses proposed by the Filipino Government and international aid agencies to 
handle the environmental and human disaster. 
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THE PHIlIPPInES
The Philippines is an archipelago with a total area of 299,404 km2 in the north-
western Pacific of 7,107 islands, from which around 1,000 are inhabitable. The 
country has a rich biology, a great diversity and has one of the world’s longest 
coastlines. The Philippines has a population of 97 million people and is consid-
ered a lower middle-income country. 
At the same time the country is one of the world’s most disaster-prone countries, 
from which typhoons, earthquakes or floods are only few examples. Natural disas-
ters have led to great destruction and a high vulnerability of the majoritarian poor 
population. The island state is thus especially affected by the consequences of 
climate change. Most of the Filipino population lives in a situation of high social, 
environmental and economic vulnerability. Around 26.5 percent of the population 
is living under the poverty line (DATA World Bank). 
The Eastern and Western Visayas were strongly affected by Haiyan and led to a 
displacement of more than 4.1 million people.

1. THE PHIlIPPInES – A VulnERABlE ARcHIPElAGo  
In THE PAcIFIc ocEAn 

1.1. Risk exposure and assessment of vulnerabilities
The Philippines is located in the northwestern Pacific zone and is considered one of 
the most “at risk” countries of natural disasters. The Visayas, a group of islands in 
the Philippines, has high rates of poverty with over 50-60 percent in the different 
sub-regions, along with high child mortality rates, lack of basic health assistance and 
higher than average numbers of diseases. Malnutrition among pregnant women and 
children is high. Trafficking is one of the major concerns in that region, especially 
concerning women and girls. Education and school completion levels are also widely 
under the national average (Nguyen 2013: 3).

Geographical patterns increase the exposure to environmental disasters; in this 
case the overlap of the so-called “Ring of Fire” causing regular earthquakes and 
volcano eruptions and the typhoon belt, in particular prone to the formation of 
typhoons because of the high temperatures of the water. The provinces of Leyte 
and Samar are especially exposed to natural hazards due to their geological patterns 
and location. (SciDevNet 12.03.2014). Moreover ecological degradation and the socio-
economic aspects of the region make it extremely vulnerable to natural disasters 
with higher human impacts than in other countries of that region (IDMC 2013a). 
According to the World Risk Index of 2013 the Philippines is ranked number 3 out of 
173 countries for disaster exposure.

Super typhoon Haiyan was not the first event that made the Philippines rank 
high in international climate disasters, since 2009 the country has experienced 17 
of the worst typhoons in history (Nunez 2013). The Archipelago is also one of the 
most at-risk countries of climate change according to UN data. Likewise in the assess-
ment of the Germanwatch e.V. 2014 Vulnerability Index- the Philippines over the 
last ten years always appeared in the top 10 countries and ranks number 7 measuring 
the climate risk in the 10 most affected countries worldwide between 1993 and 2012. 
After Typhoon Bopha (locally known as Pablo) in December 2012 caused catastrophic 
damage and high human losses the country is now position 2 of the ranking, only 
preceded by Haiti. The Philippines is yearly hit by around 20 typhoons and in the 
past decade there has been an increase in the frequency and occurrence of storms 
and typhoons. Haiyan, for example, hit the country remarkably late for its magnitude 
and was already the 25th storm in the typhoon season, which lasts from end of June 
until December (Than 2013).
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Map 1. The path of Typhoon Haiyan and Affected Population

Source 1: OCHA 10.11.2013: iv. Map provided courtesy of the UN Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs. The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not 
imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations

Map 2. Forecasted Track and Poverty Incidence

Source 2: Image courtesy of the Manila Observatory with GADM, NSCB and JTWC data
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The high vulnerability is exemplified in the environmentally induced displace-
ments that are an often-recurring issue in the Philippines with the increasing number 
of rapid-onset natural hazards and more than 1 million displaced people each year. 
According to the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC) Figure ures, since 
December 2012 there have been three major natural disasters (Typhoon Bopha, Bohol 
earthquake and Typhoon Haiyan) where 23 million people were affected, about 8 
million internally displaced along with massive damage or complete destruction of 
livelihood and shelter (IDMC 2013b). 

1.2. Recent changes of disaster legislation 
The Philippines has always been highly exposed to natural disasters and since the 
16th century introduced first measures of disaster risk reduction (DRR) including an 
emphasis on ways to measure and record risk. The 2011 budget for DRR was about 
USD 624 million and represented 2 percent of the national budget (~0.28% of GDP). 
Additionally local authorities contributed to their respective “Local Disaster Risk 
Reduction Management Fund” (Chughtai 2013: 10).

Since mid-2000 the numbers of environmental disasters have been increasing 
and have led to the emergence of different legal acts, which were introduced during 
the last few years to support the displaced people inside the Philippines. In 2007 a 
disaster coordinating body introduced a cluster system that made it possible to coor-
dinate and supervise humanitarian assistance and activity on the ground between 
the national state and the international community. 

From 2009 important legislations were introduced in the protection of IDPs 
suffering from environmental or human-made disasters. The Climate Change Act 
of 2009 (CCA-2009) is an important legislation aimed to mitigate the risks caused by 
climate change, to reduce the risk of disasters and adapt to climate change. Impor-
tant features of the legislation include pro-active measures supported by the law 
including local risk assessment and the identification of vulnerabilities as well as the 
empowerment of local authorities (Smith 2012). 

The Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA) was a 10-year plan introduced in 2005 by 
168 UN member states aimed at reducing the risks of disaster. This framework highly 
influenced another important but also controversial legislation adopted in 2010, the 
Philippine National Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Act (PDRRM). The law 
received positive approval for being a passage from a posteriori response to disas-
ters towards an a priori strategy of effective disaster risk reduction and management 
(DRRM). The latter foresaw a decentralization of authority and a reallocation of 
responsibility and resources on a sub-national and local level. 

The promising legislation revealed many deficiencies in its implementation 
according to an IDMC study of 2013. Main challenges were on the one hand the lack 
of capacity at the local level and on the other hand political will to actually imple-
ment the strategies. Another important challenge remained regarding the protection 
of the displaced people and the need of a human rights framework, which could be 
applied for the protection of the displaced (IDMC & NRC 2013). 

Finally in February 2013 a pioneering legislation was adopted, including the 
recognition of the right of protection and assistance of IDPs in the case of environ-
mental, political or other cases of displacement. It would not only lead to increased 
accountability, but also preventative displacement measures and the guaranteeing of 
compensation payments. However the Filipino President Benigno Aquino claimed 
that parts of the legislation were unconstitutional and vetoed the law. An important 
reason for the veto was certainly the fact that the Commission of Human Rights 
(CHR) would have gained importance in defining terms of displacement and the 
amount of compensation payments as well the ability of individuals to hold the state 
accountable in cases of displacement. Even though the Philippines is considered a 
country with a solid and reliable National Disaster Risk Reduction and Management 
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Council (NDRRMC), the country was completely overwhelmed by typhoon Haiyan 
and therefore the question has to be raised if the warning systems are still efficient 
enough given future risks of disaster (Neussner 2014: 9).

2. BIG, BIGGER, HAIYAn 

2.1. Expectations and preparations before the storm 
The typhoon season of 2013 was not particularly violent at the beginning, but 
increased in severity from October onwards. Evacuation warnings from the govern-
ment and media were already diffused a few days before the arrival of the typhoon. 
Prior announcements to the arrival of Haiyan were already a sign of the extreme 
intensity and degree of the storm. Several hurricane experts all over the world already 
expected the strongest typhoon of the season. The Manila Observatory warned on 
November 7, 2013 that Haiyan could cause “catastrophic damages especially in the 
Visayas and islands in Southern Luzon, as well as parts of Northern Mindanao” (Ortiz 
et al. 7.11.2013) taking into account the available data together with the regional socio-
economic characteristics of the population and other regions that could be partly 
concerned by the storm. At this point the typhoon had already developed high-speed 
winds and was expected to bring heavy rainfalls, which could lead to floods and 
inundations.

In preparation of the storm around 800,000 people had been evacuated and 
personnel as well as equipment to face the disaster had been installed (Chughtai 2013: 
4). Even before Haiyan finally hit the coast of the Philippines the high speeds of the 
typhoon were predicted to be more than 195 mph (315-km/h) correspondent to Cate-
gory 5 winds . This intensity held up when Haiyan first hit Guiuan in Eastern Samar 
and only gradually decreased intensity when passing over Leyte (Neussner 2014: 11). 
According to surveys conducted in the region the population was generally aware of 
the arrival of the storm and need of evacuation. Still many admitted that they did 
not completely understand the extent and true nature of the typhoon. Despite the 
evacuation appeals, the real danger of the typhoon was either underestimated or 
people remained in their homes because they were frightened of possible lootings 
(Neussner 2014: 45).

As mentioned above the central islands of the Visayas are extremely vulnerable. 
Only one month before the arrival of Haiyan an earthquake in the Bohol-region with 
a 7.2-magnitude had led to wide destruction and a humanitarian disaster causing 
displacement of more than 340,000 people (IDMC, 2013b). The reconstruction 
process was still ongoing and many people were already at risk (Than, 2013), housed 
in tents and temporary shelters. In only three weeks these people were displaced a 
second time as with many other people who had been affected by previous floods, 
earthquakes and less devastating typhoons.

2.2. The Typhoon hits the coast – immediate consequences and action
Haiyan turned out to be the strongest typhoon ever measured and the southern 
coastal areas of Eastern Samar province, where Haiyan first hit, had been over rolled 
by a storm surge of 10 meters height (OCHA-Philippines, 2013). According to OCHA 
in the municipality of Guiuan, the water-, power- and communication provision 
had completely collapsed, “all stores ha[d] been looted and medical facilities were 
completely destroyed. There [was] immediate need of food, water, medical supplies, 
shelter and generators. The team observed similar conditions in the surrounding 
municipalities” (OCHA-Philippines 2013).

In almost all regions the housing and public infrastructure got heavily damaged or 
destroyed. Furthermore, the shortage in food and water supply was a major problem 
as in some cases there was barely enough for a few days. Hospitals were also affected 
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and medical supply needed to accommodate the injured. The lack of precise infor-
mation in the immediate aftermath of the crisis represented one main obstacle to 
rapid and effective action, as many areas remained inaccessible due to the destroyed 
infrastructure without any communication means.

Tacloban City was one of the most destroyed urban centers and was heavily 
affected by the typhoon with about 1.1 million houses destroyed (Duerr 28.02.2014). 
Major problems included not only lootings but also large groups of rural migrants 
heading to the city in hopes of assistance. The airport was also heavily damaged and 
the telecommunication network completely broke down.

On November 11 President Benigno Aquino declared a national state of calamity 
(OCHA-Philippines 2013) since the extent of the crisis became visible. The most 
affected regions were “Samar, Leyte, Cebu, Iloilo, Capiz, Aklan and Palawan”. An 
Action Plan requiring USD 301 million, later raised to USD 348 million, was launched 
by the Humanitarian Country Team to assist the affected people. Buildings and infra-
structure were used to receive the entering help and provision. International mobili-
zation was high and in a few days different funds were opened to collect donations 
and humanitarian assistance: the Haiyan Action Plan (OCHA-Philippines 2013) was 
launched on 12 November almost half of it funded by 40 UN Member States as well as 
the Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF), financed by public and private donors 
(IDMC 2013c).

3. TYPHoon HAIYAn: EVAcuATIon AnD MASSIVE 
DISPlAcEMEnT 

3.1. A highly complicated evacuation process
The tragedy of Haiyan continued in the weeks following after the disaster with an over-
straining situation for both national authorities as well as international humanitarian 
assistance. Although these groups had assisted in previous recovery processes, they 
were still lacking in personnel. The destroyed infrastructure worsened the situation and 
the responsive capabilities of local authorities. As local governments were completely 
overburdened or non-functioning due to displacement, the national government took 
over relief operations and military command centers were established in concerned 
areas (Tacloban, Cebu, Roxas) with an established humanitarian center. 

The Department of Social Welfare and Development (DSWD) declared that 
Haiyan had produced approximately 4.1 million IDPs in different regions of the 
affected areas, of which 65 percent originated in the Western and Eastern Visayas. 
According to UNOCHA, only 2 percent (around 100,000 people) of these displaced 
were accommodated in one of the 381 evacuation sites and unfortunately they are 
often the poorest and most harshly affected. However nearly 4 million displaced 
people are living outside of these evacuation facilities. They mostly left the region 
or found dwelling in family or neighboring shelters, whereas almost all are concen-
trated in the Western and Eastern Visayas (OCHA & UNEP 14.01.2014).

Some of the evacuation centers were also heavily damaged during the storm or 
completely destroyed. Those who did not stay in evacuation centers and had the 
right to return to damaged houses, built tents and makeshift shelters (IDMC 2013c).

In the aftermath of Haiyan, evacuation centers that had not been destroyed by the 
storm, often settled in different public buildings, were very quickly overloaded. Main 
deficiencies were often the lack of adequate equipment, water and sanitation facili-
ties and sufficient space to host the large groups of people in need of shelter. Over-
crowded centers as in Roxas and a lack in camp management capacity in Tacloban 
were still to be found even one month after the crisis (IDMC 2013b). The dangers of 
poor conditions in evacuations centers have to be taken seriously as they can provoke 
the spread of diseases, lead to social problems and conflict, to name a few. 
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3.2. Wide displacement and migration outflows
The displacement of over 4 million people mainly in the Western and Eastern Visayas 
remained a major challenge in the aftermath of Haiyan. The regions hit by Haiyan are 
among the poorest and most underdeveloped areas of the country and have a lower 
capacity to handle the crisis. More than 50 percent of the population in the Bicol and 
the Eastern Visayas live under the poverty line of USD 1.25 per day and malnutrition is 
widespread (IDMC 2013c). Long-term consequences include increasing indebtedness 
and vulnerabilities of an already poor population (Chughtai 2013: 2).

While disaster assistance slowly began to reach the most affected regions, the 
existing situation deteriorated further. A lack in shelter- and basic needs provisions 
resulted in a steady rise in the number of internal displacements. According to Inter-
national Organization for Migration (IOM) estimates, from November 10th on, 5,000 
people per day on average were leaving Tacloban towards the northern parts of the 
neighboring island of Samar or alternatively to the island of Cebu. The transport was 
extremely expensive and people were camping in the harbor or the airport in order 
to find a way to travel (IDMC 2013e). 

The migration outflows further increased one week after the arrival of Haiyan 
and in an IOM report from the 14th of November, people leaving Tacloban via 
Ormoc city on the island of Leyte already accounted to 10,000 per day on average 
(IOM-Philippines Situation Report 14.11.2013). 

The IOM was especially active to register the number of people forced to migrate 
through its Displacement Tracking Matrix tool (DTM), which was registered in 
various evacuation centers first in Tacloban and later also in Palawan. Food, water 
and health as well as beddings were identified as primary needs (IOM-Philippines 
Situation Report 15.11.2013). The Province of Palawan in the very Western part of 
the Visayas was the last Filipino Island hit by Haiyan, which damaged several cities 
in the northern parts and led to wide destruction of settlements. The huge lack of 
provision for basic human needs aggravated the situation even more (IOM-Philip-
pines Situation Report 15.11.2013). The IOM’s DTM pointed out main challenges on 
the concerned islands as to say the lack of electricity supply, of drinking water and 
shelter. Moreover the bad health situation and lack of medical assistance represented 
a major challenge while diarrhea and other diseases were expanding. 

So-called temporary Family Rebuilding Centers or “tent cities” were provided by 
humanitarian organizations such as the Philippine Red Cross (PRC). These Centers 
are supposed to operate for a few months, after which inhabitants are supposed to 
find their own shelter in the immediate surroundings or to return back to the regions 
where they initially came from (Bongcac 04.03.2014).

3.3. Important consequences for the most vulnerable groups 
The Philippines faced a range of problems in providing life-saving assistance, basic 
food, water, shelter and immediate health assistance. Vast destruction left many in 
remote locations non-contactable and without access to information. Two weeks 
after the disaster half of the affected people had still not received any humanitarian 
assistance, affecting the most vulnerable groups (pregnant women, children, the 
elderly and the disabled) either because there were no adequate programs designed 
to help these groups or because they were simply not reached with the existing aid 
relief (IDMC 09.12.2013). The risk of child abuse and trafficking grew significantly and 
according to IDMC after Haiyan, about 1.7 million of the displaced were children. 

Among the displaced people only 103,000 could find shelter in one of the 385 
evacuation centers run by the government, whereas 97 percent were living outside of 
those facilities. These already highly vulnerable groups are further exposed to risks 
of human exploitation as well as sexual abuse. 

Abuses and violence in the aftermath of a great devastation does more commonly 
affect the most vulnerable groups: children, the elderly, the disabled, but especially 
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Map 3. Internal Displacement after Typhoon Haiyan
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women and girls who became victims of hygienic and infrastructural deficiencies 
(lack of privacy or poor lighting) in and outside evacuation centers (IDMC 09.12.2013). 
Women as well as children faced a high risk of human trafficking in the aftermath 
of Haiyan, according to UNICEF approximately 1.7 million children were displaced, 
sometimes alone, towards big cities in search of work. Beside the psychological 
impacts of such a disaster, many children lost their daily routines and could not 
immediately return to school, often because the buildings were damaged during the 
storms or they were transformed into evacuation centers in the aftermath. Classes 
were often held only half-day and the lack of materials was widespread (Nguyen 2013: 
1). 

Haiyan also caused the displacement of more than 46,000 people over 60 years 
old, who not only lost their social networks but also were exposed to harsh condi-
tions in evacuation centers without adequate attention from humanitarian assis-
tance services (IDMC 09.12.2013).

Displacements were extremely harsh for pregnant women and in the first three 
months of 2014 around 1,000 births were expected daily in the regions affected by 
Haiyan (Nguyen 2013: 1).

In the case of displacement caused by Haiyan, food provision became a critical 
need for the displaced, as in their sudden migration they could only afford to take 
the minimum and were therefore highly dependent on emergency food assistance. 
According to IDMC, eleven days after the crisis about 2.5 million people in the most 
remote areas, especially in Capiz and Iloilo, were still cut off from services and could 
not get reached by food assistance services due to heavy structural damage (IDMC 
2013b). This was expected after a national emergency, Haiyan IDP’s food consump-
tion levels did not only decrease in quantity, but also in quality and most of the 
displaced were at high risk for malnutrition. 

In the aftermath of the crisis unconditional cash transfers were paid in the 
Western Visayas and helped relieve the population in these regions; but because the 
amount of payments relies on the fast progress of market recovery, expansion stayed 
quite humble with only 20 percent of the potential beneficiaries that were reached. 
In the Eastern Visayas, markets recovered slowly and almost no cash transfers were 
paid. (ICCHCT January 2014: 5). Rehousing of IDPs started very slowly and according 
to national authorities data will cost around USD 6 million (IDMC 2013e).

4. RETuRnInG AFTER TYPHoon HAIYAn

4.1. Difficulties in the assessment of returning IDPs 
Among the internally displaced, the majority were deprived communities that are 
regularly affected by natural disasters and often have already experienced displace-
ments. The affected find themselves in an endless downward spiral of poverty and 
vulnerability, which makes recovery nearly impossible. Accurate Figure ures of the 
number of displaced people are difficult to obtain as displacement and resettling 
is constantly changing. Due to the fact that most of the displaced stayed with host 
families and relatives, it is expected that numbers may be underestimated, yet over-
estimation is also a possibility as ‘double registration’ is a common strategy to obtain 
additional assistance.

It is reported that a few days after the disaster many of the displaced people 
returned to their homes and it is generally expected that many of the internally 
displaced will return to their former regions, which were hit by the typhoon. This 
requires a major need of material and financial support which is necessary for the 
reconstruction process. Most of the people lost community facilities, as well as offi-
cial and legal property documents, which must be recuperated. Assistance in rein-
stating landowner rights is also needed (IDMC 2013b). 
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Many of the displaced had already returned a few hours after the storm. There 
are recorded migration flows towards urban slums in other major cities of the Phil-
ippines such as Cebu City or Manila, where around 20,000 people arrived in the 
month after the disaster (IDMC 2013b). These groups of displaced people often 
arrived to overcrowded areas with high poverty levels and did not get the neces-
sary assistance. Young people, especially those of working age left for big cities 
like Manila or Cebu in search of work and support, often leaving their children 
and relatives behind (UNHCR 06.12.2013). However, some fail to find a job and to 
rebuild a new life in the big urban centers that are already overcrowded and are 
sometimes forced to return to their regions a few weeks or even several months 
later. Returnees can get financial support from the Department of Social Welfare 
and Development (DSWD) to pay relocation fees but the costs usually exceed the 
amount paid by the Department. Returnees often have to pay additional fees to 
return from the big cities (Henneka & Chowdhury 2014). To overcome this problem, 
some regional governments have tried to organize collective repatriation for small 
groups of displaced people by the Air Force planes or Navy ships. This would also 
allow the returnees to take the goods they have accumulated during their displace-
ment (Bongcac 04.03.2014).

A few months following the disaster many have returned and started rebuilding 
what Haiyan has destroyed, businesses reopened and houses were reconstructed. 
By the end of January, people living in displacement sites had decreased to around 
26,000, meaning that many have used the emergency shelter material to rebuild on 
the areas which were affected by the typhoon (ICCHCT January 2014: 9). Already 
one month after the catastrophe tens of thousands of displaced people started 
to come back, with nearly 100,000 remaining in the existing evacuation centers. 
Humanitarian organizations like UNHCR distributed tents as temporary shelters, as 
well as solar lights for electricity provision. By February 2014, three months after the 
landfall of Haiyan, 5,000 people have still not returned to their homes in Tacloban. 
This has important economic impacts on the country; Haiyan is estimated to have 
caused an economic loss of 0.9 percent of GDP in 2013, a sum of 101.79 billion Fili-
pino Pesos (Neussner 2014: 10). 

4.2. Long-term challenges for returnees
In the immediate aftermath of typhoon Haiyan improvement of the situation 
was attributed to the rapid humanitarian response. However many challenges still 
remain for returning IDPs, who are facing difficulties rebuilding their lives as a 
result of decreasing aid inflows.

Agriculture and Nutrition 
A few months after the storm, about one third of the affected population still 
remained food insecure (OCHA & UNEP 14.01.2014). The returnees are also at high 
risk for nutrition deprivation because of the great agricultural losses and destruc-
tion of material induced by Haiyan. According to the UN Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) devastation of the agricultural sector, as well as of fishery and 
forestry, is immense and will endanger the provision of food for several thousand 
people. Most fishermen and famers have lost their livelihoods. Without assistance 
to provide the needed seeds and material, they will not be able to provide crops 
in the next season. When Haiyan hit the country the rice-planting season was just 
about to begin (FAO-Philippines 2013a). This will have devastating effects not only 
on the regional population, but also on the entire country as these crops make up 
for one third of the nation’s rice production (IDMC 2013b). 

The coconut industry was also heavily impacted with many trees damaged or 
destroyed. As a result over 1 million livelihoods are concerned especially because the 
plantation of new coconut trees takes several years (FAO-Philippines 2013c).
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Even though the crop production of rice and cereals at the national level seems 
to be secured, assistance has to concentrate on regions that were affected by the 
typhoon (FAO-Philippines 2013b). Agricultural infrastructure has to be rearranged in 
order to assure cultivation and provision in the long-term. Rice input packages were 
distributed by humanitarian organizations, but because of heavy rain and flooding 
at the start of 2014 and the missing drainage capacity the rice crops were once again 
destroyed. About 1,000 livelihoods were affected (ICCHCT January 2014: 5). 

The provision of Health and Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) services was 
one of the most urgent needs from the very beginning onwards. Various humani-
tarian actors contributed to a swift response in providing needed services as well 
as supporting further local capacity building. However, long-term solutions for 
the most vulnerable people and those living in remote areas remain very difficult. 
The transition between first emergency responses towards effective recovery still 
remains a major challenge (ICCHCT January 2014: 17ff.). 

Rebuilding
The typhoon has damaged about 1,140,332 houses, half of which were totally destroyed 
(OCHA & UNEP 14.01.2014). Especially problematic were regions where even a few 
months after the typhoon destruction is widespread, rebuilding is slow and recon-
struction is of poor quality. Many returnees began to rebuild their houses with the 
material. Due to the high costs of rebuilding, people are often unable to replace their 
professional equipment that was damaged by the storm. The storm also destroyed 
small businesses, traditional vehicles such as fisher boats and transport means in 
general. One of the crisis responses by the ‘Shelter Cluster’ were to provide house-
holds with tarpaulins , but given the extent of the damages and the high number of 
people affected, a compromise of one tarpaulin per household was met. However in 
the long-term this is considered to be insufficient taking into account the weather 
conditions and the short lifespan of the material. Finally from the 400,000 house-
holds that obtained emergency shelter assistance 83 percent received only 1 tarpaulin 
(ICCHCT January 2014: 9). 

Equally significant, almost all shelter assistance (95 percent) was given to coastal 
areas, while 40 percent of damaged houses are inland (ICCHCT January 2014: 9).

Schools and other public buildings were also heavily damaged and many were not 
rebuilt in an adequate timeframe. By the 6th of January 2014 most of the schools had 
reopened, nevertheless only some could afford to open half-day. Material remains 
scarcely available and the fact that other buildings are still damaged means that some 
children stay outside of school for an extended time.

Rebuilding assistance has been unsuccessful in many regions and as evacuation 
centers began to close while relocation sites were yet unfinished, people have started 
to resettle in ‘dangerous areas’, regions declared unsafe by the government because 
of their immediate proximity to the sea. This has led to increased vulnerability for 
those who are highly probable to suffer from future storms and environmental 
disasters (Yeo 12.02.2014). However even the declaration of the so-called ‘No build’ 
zones has led to resistance by inhabitants claiming the deprivation of livelihood. The 
fishermen in Tacloban City for instance, protested against these measures (Yeo 2014). 

According to UNOCHA (16 January 2014) up to two months after the typhoon, 
many people were still dependent on humanitarian assistance and only 52 percent 
of the needed funding had reached the Philippines. Rebuilding was extremely slow 
and by February 2014, only 20 percent of the funding for material and tools to rebuild 
the houses was secured. The forthcoming rainy season complicates the process even 
further.

Apart from the significant lack of financial support for reconstruction, the 
unclear specification of the ‘no build’ zones (ICCHCT January 2014: 9) complicates 
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and prolongs the rebuilding process. People placed in so called ‘bunkhouses’1 or 
people who returned to live in ‘no build’ zones will likely suffer from repeated 
displacement, furthering the demand for well-planned relocation sites.

Map 4. Damaged houses by Typhoon Haiyan

Source 4:OCHA 18.11.2013: iv. Map provided courtesy of the UN Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs. The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this 
map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations

By the end of February, only 20 percent of the city of Tacloban had restored 
electricity. Many were forced to rush home before sunset and the activities of small 
family businesses to big firms remained extremely restrained as a result of infrastruc-
tural deficiencies (Duerr 28.02.2014).

Employment and Economic recovery
Vast destruction accompanied by widespread displacement has led to the loss of live-
lihood and employment of millions of workers. According to the International Labor 
Organization, about 6 million workers were affected in total, whereas prior to the 
typhoon 2.6 million were already in a vulnerable state in poor regions (ILO 17.02.2014). 
Two types of professional activity can be characterized: agriculture and fishery in 
one category and non-agriculture/non-fishery activities in the other. However all 
employment sectors have experienced an approximate 50 percent decline in profits 
(OCHA & UNEP 14.01.2014).

One of the strategies implemented was the inclusion of the affected workers in 
restoration of the public and economic infrastructure. The initial target of 200,000 
workers was missed by far and only 15 percent received short-term trainings and were 
engaged in the restoration projects. More successful was a cash-for-work activity in 

1. Bunkhouse can be defined as “a rough building, often with bunk beds, used for sleeping quarters, as for ranch 
hands, migratory workers, or campers”(Dictionary.com).
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Leyte and Eastern-Samar where people were engaged in clearing the debris of public 
buildings. Especially in the short-term the cash input proved to have a crucial impact 
on IDPs (ICCHCT January 2014: 15). With international support the Department of 
Labor and Employment (DOLE) set up other emergency employment programs in 
some regions offering a decent job, social security provision and skill-trainings (ILO 
17.02.2014).

In order to secure fast resumption of agricultural activity, rice seed input pack-
ages were distributed shortly after the disaster to over 100,000 households in order 
to secure cultivation in the following planting season. This measure successfully 
supplied 1,000 households that were affected by the floods. Concerning fishery, 
the repair or distribution of material like boats and general gear for fishing, were 
still not vastly needed. However the FAO together with the Bureau of Fisheries and 
Aquatic Resource (BFAR) are initiating information campaigns and are working espe-
cially on needs assessments to identify the best solutions (ICCHCT January 2014: 13). 
Concerning employment and economic development, IDPs and returnees are still 
suffering from under-employment and insufficient economic activities due to the 
lack of funding, professional reintegration programs and long-term solutions.

5. PolIcY RESPonSES AnD cHAllEnGES 

Completely overwhelmed by the Haiyan disaster, President Aquino admitted:”The 
system failed. We had a breakdown in power, a breakdown in communications, a 
breakdown in practically everything”(GMA News/ HS 19.11.2013).

The Filipino disaster management is coordinated and led by the National Disaster 
Risk Reduction and Management Council (NDRRMC), which handle different public 
requests as well as the military and representatives of the civil society (Chughtai 2013: 
7). Apart from the life-saving needs provided by national and international institu-
tions, future planning of options to support the displaced after environmentally 
induced catastrophes’ were on the government’s agenda. The Filipino government 
introduced a recovery and rehabilitation strategy, the “Reconstruction Assistance on 
Yolanda (RAY)” plan (Neussner 2014: 10). The National Economic and Development 
Authority (NEDA) established a framework and an investment of PHP 361 billion, 
more than USD 8 billion, over a period of three years in the rebuilding process of 
buildings and societal infrastructure (education, health, social services, and employ-
ment). The objective was to not only re-install pre-disaster conditions, but also to 
increase risk prevention (Nguyen 2013: 2). The complexity of the crisis led to a disor-
dered coordination and lack of leadership in disaster management, but was then 
resolved on December 2, when former Senator Pantillo Lacson, was appointed head 
of rehabilitation and reconstruction (Chughtai 2013: 7).

Haiyan was classified Level 3 emergency with the highest disaster response2 by the 
UN and within a day a multi-faceted “emergency response team” was enacted. While 
some UN agencies displayed a quick and efficient response, others struggled initially 
but implementation gradually improved over the first few weeks (Chughtai 2013: 7). 
Both international and national partners coordinated the initial responses and just 
two days after Haiyan’s landfall, 12 clusters to supervise and coordinate humanitarian 
action began in Manila and sub-clusters were enacted in the concerned regions. 

Regional and international financial support was also important and exceeded 

2. The Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) Transformative Agenda (TA) introduced Level 3 (L3) emergency for 
major humanitarian crises. The time-bound L3 was issued by the Emergency Relief Coordinator (ERC) and obligates 
humanitarian agencies to make available “the leadership capacities, funds, supplies and personnel required to 
support the Government’s Response.” (ICVA 2013). 
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the attention and financial support of other humanitarian crisis. The Philippines’ 
co-members of the Association of Southeast Asian States (ASEAN) all contributed to 
humanitarian donations. Internationally the financial response3 was high with USD 
391 million mobilized in the first three weeks. Traditional donors, some Gulf coun-
tries, multilateral organizations and private individual donors also greatly contrib-
uted financially (Chughtai 2013: 7). 

Information for IDPs remained a problem for an extended period and many were 
unaware of relief distributions. Despite the improvement of logistical problems, 
those in remote areas could not be reached or receive any relief measures even two 
weeks after the first landfall (IDMC 2013e). Precise data and information on IDPs 
is crucial when responding to such disasters and must be available throughout the 
initial phases of displacement through returning and even after building up their 
new livelihood. 

The vast financial assistance from national and international mobilization in the 
aftermath of Haiyan contributed greatly to relieve the situation of the displaced. 
However additional financial support especially long-term is needed to assist the 
people in returning or resettling. A major source of difficulty for long-term plan-
ning possibly stems partly from inadequate accountability of local authorities (IDMC 
December 2013). Further capacity building at the local level is necessary, including the 
acknowledgement of IDPs rights’ by local governments and efficient data collection.

International funding for immediate recovery was important for broad support of 
urgent humanitarian needs. An elevated humanitarian emergency level was declared 
and all international agencies and institutions agreed to assist the Filipino govern-
ment and even sent deputies into sub-regions to assist the local authorities directly. 

NGOs and local community groups displayed great effectiveness and played a 
crucial role in the first days following the disaster. Even still, the main challenges 
were modes of delivery due to a lack of transport means and destroyed infrastruc-
ture (Chughtai 2013: 8). 

International organizations played an important role in assisting the govern-
ment financially and enabled humanitarian action, but assisted with the coordina-
tion and administration process of evacuation and resettlement. Financial assistance 
and possible long-term underfunding is a grave concern due to the immense need 
for infrastructure. Also as demonstrated in the case of Haiyan, additional solutions 
at community level are needed, with regards to access to remote areas, and accu-
rate information about the local population, infrastructural conditions and general 
needs. Communities should be further integrated in the development of protection 
networks and design of response mechanisms (IDMC, 2013b).

6. concluSIonS 

The case of Haiyan in the Philippines has shown the world once again how destruc-
tive environmental disasters can be, how heavily they affect human livelihood and 
how they may lead to large displacements with important short- and long-term 
consequences. Even in the months following the disaster, the most severely affected 
regions still suffered from vast destruction and a slow recovery and reconstruction 
process. Entire cities and areas are still in ruins and have not recovered economic 
activity. Basic life conditions remain alarmingly low (Del Mundo 11.03.2014). Given the 
violent situation of its population after Haiyan, the Philippines currently finds itself 

3. The largest contributors were: US, UK, Japan, Australia, Canada, Sweden, UAE, NL & Saudi Arabia (Chughtai 
2013: 7). 
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in urgent need of adaptation and protection measures as it is a country extremely 
vulnerable to natural hazards. Innovated legislation needs to be established to allow 
for the realization of IDPs’ rights. 

Funding and institutional capacity 
Although international aid was critical in supporting on-site assistance, the case of 
Haiyan has revealed gaps in essential provision of nutrition and shelter. We could 
also observe an urgent need to improve coordination and management between 
the different actors and local authorities. Increased long-term funding is needed to 
support the recovery process of concerned populations in these vulnerable regions. 

Greater transparency is also needed, as demonstrated in claims that local and 
regional officials unequally distributed funds. The availability and distribution of 
funds must be public and transparent to avoid mistrust and the disadvantages for 
some groups and individuals (Chughtai 2013: 7). 

Local actors have to be further empowered as they are proven to have a great 
impact on DRR and coordination in the aftermath of the crisis. There should be an 
increased participation on behalf of local governments and NGOs and civil society 
members should be further integrated in policy response designs and implementa-
tion following natural disasters in order to facilitate swift recovery. 

Humanitarian assistance, reintegration and resettling
When IDPs return to rebuild their houses they need special food assistance and 
compensation payments for full recovery. In the case of Haiyan we could see that the 
support is often not offered long enough and distributed unequally. In the Eastern 
and Western Visayas especially, many people live in remote areas and it can take 
several days to reach them. 

Returnees also require special attention and adaptation measures. The local 
population has to be sufficiently prepared for future disasters and to decrease their 
vulnerabilities during natural hazards. Relocation to safer areas has to happen as 
quickly as possible in order to avoid inadequate temporary solutions. The responses 
to Haiyan have also exposed important deficiencies in construction including of the 
evacuation centers. Therefore norms and minimum standards are needed to ensure 
durable reconstruction and avoidance of the structural vulnerabilities. In the future, 
more coordinated action is needed and the concerned population has to be well 
informed and included in the decision-making process. 

As the Eastern and Western Visayas are regularly hit by environmental disasters, 
inhabitants highly vulnerable and often experience repeated displacements. Rapid 
and efficient assistance is needed in order to find long-term solutions to stabilize 
the livelihood of these IDPs, prevent the risk of future displacement and increase 
the capacity to absorb external shocks (IDMC, 2013b). Post-Haiyan rehabilitation and 
planning activities have to take geological characteristics and elements of risk expo-
sure into account in order to make the region more resilient towards future natural 
disasters (SciDevNet 12.03.2014). 

Legal protection and ownership rights
Returnees often face serious problems in claiming their property and land owner-
ships and their rights need to be reinforced by assistance and a clear legal framework. 
Likewise returnees have to be supported through compensation and reconstruction 
programs to rebuild their livelihoods as soon as possible (IDMC 2013b). IDPs who 
were victims of lootings or those who lost official documents should have access to 
compensation payments and administrative assistance. 

The Philippines should advance in introducing an innovative legislation frame-
work in order to protect and assist IDPs. They may set a milestone in this field, acting 
as global model for other concerned nations.
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International negotiations and climate change-induced displacement 
The increasing numbers of persons displaced by natural hazards and environmental 
degradation are on the rise. Yet they cannot be completely ascribed to climate change. 
An urgent need exists for more in-depth research and data collection to support 
international policy-making to assist IDPs hit by natural disasters. 

During the the 2013 COP taking place in Warsaw, expectations were high that the 
disastrous images from displaced people and complete destruction after typhoon 
Haiyan could have an impact on the debate about compensation payments between 
global partners, but especially between industrialized and developing countries. The 
prevention of displacement and disaster management ex ante4 has to be the central 
issue in the discourse instead of limiting the negotiations to a posteriori consequences 
like ‘loss and damage’ mechanisms5 (IDMC 2013e,f).

Risk reduction and adaptation measures
Past experiences have shown that the step-up of investment in Disaster Risk Reduc-
tion (DRR) and Climate Change Adaptation (CCA) was efficient and a fortiori6 
increased also by international donors. Warning systems have to become more wide-
spread and affordable so they can be utilized on a large scale (World Bank, Adaptation). 
Internationally, further exchange of experiences and lessons learned are needed to 
generate best practices. Haiyan has exposed the vulnerability of poor people and the 
very harsh ways they are hit by natural disasters. Therefore the reduction of poverty 
and inequality levels simultaneously with the empowerment of the most vulnerable 
groups of the society has to be further pursued (Chughtai 2013). 

A renewed debate on disaster risk management 
The great humanitarian devastation consequences caused by Haiyan have opened 
up a new debate about the legal framework and the instruments of Disaster Risk 
Management. The United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR) 
launched a debate with the aim to reform the existing Hyogo Framework for Action7, 
which was introduced after the great disaster of the tsunami in the Indian Ocean in 
2004. It can be inferred that environmental catastrophes will be multiplied in the 
future and not only heavily affect the Philippines, but many other regions in the 
world. This has created an important demand, which is to develop a “new global 
framework for disaster risk reduction” (UNISDR 12.11.2013). 

Since the beginning of 2014 and in preparation for the upcoming typhoon season, 
UNISDR and global insurance companies have developed and presented a new catas-
trophe scheme for the Philippines in order to enable and facilitate budgetary support 
in cases of natural disasters: The Philippines Risk and Insurance Scheme for Municipali-
ties (PRISM) (UNISDR 20.01.2014). The new scheme responds to the need to disaggre-
gate and simplify insurance payments as well as the empowerment of municipalities 
and affected people, which will be more protected and covered by insurance in case 
of natural disasters. ♦

4. ‘Ex ante’ can be defined as “Based on forecasts rather than actual results” (Oxford Dictionaries).

5. Introduced at COP19 in Warsaw (2013) these mechanisms aim to identify and promote efforts to address loss 
and damage in vulnerable developing countries associated with impacts of climate change (UNFCCC 2013). 

6. ‘A fortiori’ can be defined as “Used to express a conclusion for which there is stronger evidence than for a previ-
ously accepted one” (Oxford Dictionaries).

7. The Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA) UN-Plan to reduce the risks of disaster (see section2.2 in this paper).
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One typhoon after another: 
Viet Nam in Fall 2013
Climate change and natural disasters  
in the Central Region

W
ith approximately half of its population being settled in 
low-elevation coastal zones, Viet Nam is considered one 
of the most vulnerable countries in the world in relation 
to climate change (ADB, 2012) and sudden-onset disasters. 
Every year the Vietnamese coastal areas suffer from the 
impact of four to six storms on average (Pilarczyk and Si 
Nuoi, 2009). Both the intensity and frequency of natural 
disasters have increased in the past few years, provoking 

9,500 deaths and missing, along with an economic loss of 1.5% of the GDP from 2001-
2010 (National Strategy on Climate Change, 2011). 

In the fall of 2013 the Viet Nam Central Region was hit by three typhoons within 
five weeks. On September 30, typhoon Wutip hit the Central Region bringing heavy 
rains, flash floods and strong winds. Only two weeks after, it was the turn of typhoon 
Nari, which exacerbated the already critical living conditions of local communities in 
the central coastal areas and provoked extensive flooding. Following the disastrous 
passage of typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines on November 8, 2013, the Vietnamese 
government implemented emergency evacuation plans. On its way to Viet Nam, the 
super typhoon Haiyan reduced its intensity and eventually reached the coastal north-
eastern province of Quang Ninh bringing heavy rains and winds before moving to 
China as a tropical depression (IFRC, 2013b). The typhoons had far-reaching conse-
quences, provoking deaths and wounded, but also serious damages to livelihoods and 
economic resources, increasing local people’s vulnerability. Moreover, the compelling 
proximity of natural disasters highly affected people’s preparedness and recovery. 

Evidences show that internal migration from rural to urban areas (UNFPA, 2009), 
but also from rural to rural areas, are progressively increasing; highlighting the 
relationship between the impoverishment of people in highly affected areas and 
displacement. Environmental disasters seem to boost short-term migration during 
the dry season, conceived as a common coping strategy to improve household living 
standards (De Brauw, 2010). 2013 typhoons could therefore contribute in triggering 
longer-term consequences on the migration patterns of the affected populations. 

To respond to climate change the Viet Nam Government and international and 
national NGOs have proposed and undertaken several structural and non-structural 
measures in the framework of the National Strategy for Natural Disaster Prevention, 
Response and Mitigation (2007-2020) and the National Strategy for Climate Change 
(2011) in order to empower local communities in the event of natural disasters. 

This paper aims to assess the repercussions of the fall 2013 natural disasters on the 
lives of locals in the Central Region and questions the nexus between environmental 
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catastrophes and the displacement of persons. It will firstly overview of the exposure 
of the Central Region in relation to climate change focusing on floods and coastal 
retreat. It will secondly describe the impact of the three typhoons (Wutip, Nari and 
Haiyan) in the Central Region and then analyze the implementation of evacuation, as 
a short-term forced displacement, and of relief programs. It will thirdly discuss the 
long-run effects of natural disasters on internal migration patterns and social struc-
tures, particularly analyzing the possible connection between temporary migration 
and the last typhoon season. It will fourthly assess the efficacy of the governmental 
policies in response to the 2013 typhoons and local capacity building programs as a 
long-term response for improving mitigation and resilience. 

1. THE cEnTRAl REGIon: An ExTREMElY VulnERABlE coAST

The Central Region is highly prone to water or water-related disasters (Sternin, 
2003). It is indeed exposed to both typhoons and monsoons. The typhoon season 
starts in June and ends in November, whereas the monsoons cause torrential rains 
from September to December (Pilarczyk and Si Nuoi, 2009). Despite the majority 
of the territory being mountainous and hilly (85% in the Quang Binh province), the 
high fertility of the coastal areas in the river deltas makes it the most economically 
dynamic (UNDP, 2012) and densely populated (ADB, 2012). This inevitably means that 
when a natural disaster hits the region, the livelihood of a large amount of people is 
affected requiring not only the deployment of prompt assistance, but also effective 
prevention and rehabilitation mechanisms to mitigate the disaster effects. 

From a topographic perspective, low-lying plains and short rivers characterize 
the coasts of the Central Region. During the rainy season, water streams overflow 
creating flash floods (Pilarczyk and Nuoi, 2009). These phenomena are hard to fore-
cast and therefore require an immediate response. The flooding often provokes 
landslides and can also lead to slow-onset disasters, such as salinity intrusion, which 
severely affects the productivity of agricultural lands and irrigation systems for years 
(Pilarczyk and Nuoi, 2009). 

Furthermore, the Central Region suffers from the effects of climate change, 
such as coastal erosion, which has been recorded in 263 sites distributed over all 
the provinces (Huy Tien, 2005). The main reasons behind erosion are: the composi-
tion of the coast, the vast majority of the eroded sites (93.7%) being composed of 
sand, the effects of strong winds and waves in the event of natural disasters, such as 
typhoons. Another contributing factor to erosion is the low-level of river sedimen-
tation (covering 5,200.4 ha in 2005), which does not compensate for coastal erosion 
(covering 8,839 ha in 2005) (Huy Tien, 2005), and has been reduced by the construction 
of dams, causing a retreat of up to 1 kilometer in 20 years (Pilarczyk and Nuoi, 2009). 

Despite the existence of sea-dykes and tree plantation programs, coastal 
erosion has not halted due to the long-term impact of deforestation practices and 
river diversion (Gegar Prasetya, FAO). In October 2013 the Viet Nam Administra-
tion of Seas and Islands issued a report concerning the status of coastal erosion in 
the country corroborating this finding: “121 areas where are built dykes and plant 
trees against waves [..] still suffer from erosion. In particular, Thanh Hoa has 18 
km of coastline eroded at a rate of 15-30 m per year. Coastal erosion is breaking 
dykes, causing flooding, saltwater intrusion in the area” (Viet Nam Administra-
tion of Seas and Islands, October 28, 2013). 

It is estimated that Viet Nam will be one of the main victims of sea-level rise, 
which consequently will bring an aggravation of coastal erosion and salt penetration. 
According to the Asia Development Bank (2012), “Given a 1-meter sea-level rise, Viet 
Nam would be the most affected developing country in terms of population (10.8%), 
GDP (10 percentage point reduction), and wetlands inundated (28%)”.
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As aforementioned, Viet Nam is critically prone to sudden-onset disasters, namely 
typhoons and tropical storms. Studies assert that the number of typhoons hitting 
Viet Nam has been progressively increasing: 117 occurred between 1901 and 1930, 134 
between 1931 and 1960, 171 between 1961 and 1990 (Huy Tien, 2005). In in the 1991-2000 
decade alone, South East Asia was hit by 131 typhoons (NCAP, Climate Change and 
Climate Variability), which seems to confirm the general increase of violent natural 
disasters in the region. According to the 2008 Community-Based Disaster Risk 
Management Report, Viet Nam has experienced “an upsurge and intensity of these 
natural disasters”. The Southern Region Hydro-Meteorological Center in Ho Chi 
Minh City endorses this, affirming, “Typhoons impacting Viet Nam are increasing in 
frequency, magnitude, intensity as well as unpredictability in terms of the track that 
the typhoons follow” (Dun, 2009). 

Figure 1. Main causes of coastal erosion in Viet Nam. 

Sea-level riseTyphoons and monsoons

Coast composition

Low river 
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Source: Author, 2014. 

Damages to properties and lands, as well as disaster-related deaths have been 
progressively increasing. This evidence focuses on the rising vulnerability of local 
communities rather than the actual number of catastrophes, which does not prove 
per se the adaptation and mitigation capacity of the region. This finding has been 
confirmed by a study of the UNDP highlighting that in Quang Binh, over the past 
fourteen years, natural disasters had an increased impact on the lives of locals, 
housing and agriculture (UNDP, 2012).

Figure 2. Damages caused by natural disasters in Viet Nam 1996-2006.
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2009 and 2010 presented disastrous records in the history of Viet Nam. In 2009, 
the passage of typhoon Ketsana killed 179 people and injured 1,140 (IFRC, 2010), 
destroyed 20,000 houses and partially damaged 475,000 houses (Australian Red 
Cross Website), with devastating repercussions on rice production. In the same year, 
typhoon Mirinae killed 7 people and inflicted an economic damage of $21 million 
(Di Gregorio, 2013). In 2010, the Central Region was victim of what locals described 
as “the worst disaster in the history of this province in the last 60 years” (Disaster 
Management Working Group, 2010), when severe floods affected half of the popula-
tion in Quang Binh and killed 45 people. 

In conclusion, the Central Region is highly vulnerable to both climate change 
and violent natural calamities. While the effects of slow-onset disasters, such as 
coastal erosion and salinization, can be more easily estimated and have proven to be 
worsening in a temporal perspective, it is harder to find a recognizable and progres-
sive pattern for sudden-onset disasters and to draw conclusions about their future 
trends. Nonetheless, an increased frequency of natural disasters has been recognized 
and their impact seems to be increasingly dramatic as years go by. 

2. onE TYPHoon AFTER AnoTHER: A DISASTRouS FAll FoR THE 
cEnTRAl REGIon 

Figure 3. Timeline of natural disasters in the fall of 2013
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Wutip
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In accordance with the National Center for Hydro-Meteorological Forecasting, 
2013 has marked a new record for Viet Nam in terms of number of natural disasters. 
Le Thanh Hai, the Deputy Director of the Center, alleged, “The maximum number 
of storms and tropical depressions recorded in a single year in Vietnam stood at 16 in 
1964. This year’s 13 storms and 6 tropical depressions striking Vietnam have ensured 
a new record” (Asian Pacific Defence Forum, 2013).

On September 30, Typhoon Wutip (also referred to as the 10th storm) struck the 
Central coastal provinces between Thanh Hoa and Thua Thien-Hue as a Category 
1 typhoon resulting in 11 deaths, 5 missing and 214 injured due to landfall, strong 
winds, torrential rains and consequent uncontrolled floods. Additionally, 212,196 
houses were damaged or unroofed (IFRC, 2013a). Damages to crop production have 
also been extensive: 18,000 ha of rice, corn and cassava have been flooded (Thanh 
Nien News, 2013a); and land fertility was affected by salt intrusion (UN Viet Nam, 
2013b). 29,007 households/106,352 people were preventively evacuated to temporary 
shelters in higher lands on September 29 and 30 (UN Viet Nam, 2013). By October 4 
most of the evacuated persons had already returned to their homes and the evacua-
tion centers hosted those families whose houses had been completely destroyed by 
the typhoon (UN Viet Nam, 2013b).

The passage of Typhoon Nari
Because of the heavy rains, water levels of rivers increased until October 4 and 
two lake dams broke (UN Viet Nam, 2013c). The Director of the National Center for 
Hydro-Meteorological Forecasting, Bui Minh Tang, claimed that Typhoon Wutip was 
“the strongest storm in the last six years” (Thanh Nien News, 2013a).
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On October 15, while the Central Region still was in the middle of the recovery 
phase, a second typhoon hit the region from Nghe An to Quang Nai provinces. Nari, 
the 11th storm, brought strong winds (with a peak of 194 km/h) and torrential rains 
provoking severe and extensive flooding from 1.5 to 2 meters in some districts of 
the Quang Binh and Ha Tinh provinces. The flood retreated from the hit region by 
October 25 (UN Viet Nam, 2013f) leaving behind vast damages.

Figure 4. Quang Binh Red Cross chapter staff bringing relief goods to families in 
Tuyen Hoa, Quang Binh province, in the aftermath of Typhoon Nari. 

Source: International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), 2013c. 

Typhoon Nari caused the death of 27 people and an extensive damage to 13,061 
houses (IFRC, 2013a), whereas due to the following flooding 96,760 houses were 
submerged (UN Viet Nam, 2013e). In Quang Tri, many houses repaired in the after-
math of Wutip were severely damaged when Nari struck (Viet Nam News, 2013b). 
Nari induced the preventive evacuation of 123,686 locals to minimize the loss of 
lives (UN Viet Nam, 2013d). Due to the flooding, another 8,580 people were evacu-
ated on October 16 (Ibid). People were relocated to safer ground in different prov-
inces, including Quang Nam and Danang city (Bihn Minh and Tait, 2013). The total 
economic loss caused by these two typhoons reached VND 1.5 trillion (USD 734 
million) (IFRC, 2013b), affecting the lives of up to 504,339 residents in the nine prov-
inces (IFCR, 2013c).

On November 7 and 9, when super typhoon Haiyan was approaching the Viet-
namese coasts after heavily hitting the Philippines, Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung 
circulated two telegraphs, through which the Government disposed that central and 
local authorities needed to implement “the highest state of preparedness” (UN Viet 
Nam, 2013g) in order to mitigate and contain as much as possible the effect of the 
coming storm. As stated by Valentina Origoni, who works as UN Policy and Coordi-
nation Analyst at Office of the UN Resident Coordinator in Viet Nam, families had 
been repeatedly hit by natural disasters (UN Viet Nam, 2013), which had repercussions 
on their actual preparedness and resilience in the event of a new typhoon.
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Figure 5. Number of people affected by Wutip and Nari. 
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Quang Binh

Quang Tri
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Quang Nam
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Source: Central Committee for Flood and Storm Control (CCFSC) in International Federation of Red Cross 
Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) Situation Report, 2013c. 

Vietnam’s National Centre for Hydro-Meteorological Forecasting closely moni-
tored the path of Haiyan and predicted that it would have reached the Central 
Region on November 10 as a Category 2 typhoon. The Government and NGOs jointly 
organized an immediate plan of evacuation in the central and southern provinces 
for 600,000 people (IFRC, 2013b), who then returned home as, on November 10, the 
typhoon moved northward (UN Viet Nam, 2013h). This change in the typhoon pathway 
required a second urgent round of evacuation of 200,000 locals in the northern region. 
Haiyan eventually turned into a Weak Category 1 typhoon and hit the Hai Phong and 
Quang Ninh provinces on November 11 bringing strong winds and torrential rains. 

 The impact of the typhoon was not as devastating as expected. A few of the 14 
reported deaths (UN Viet Nam, 2013h) actually preceded the passage of the typhoon 
and occurred during the preparation phase (IFRC, 2013b). The National Committee 
for Search and Rescue confirmed this, stating that the victims were trying to rein-
force their houses or cutting trees amid powerful winds (Asian Pacific Defence 
Forum, 2013). 89 people were injured and 75 houses collapsed. While the human loss 
was limited, the impact on agriculture was extensive, since 49,096 ha of cash crops 
were affected by the typhoon (UN Viet Nam, 2013h). 

To coronate the already devastating typhoon season, the storm Zoraida reached 
the Vietnamese coastal region on November 14 with 41 victims due to what has been 
defined a “historic” flooding (Vietnam Net, 2013). “According to the Central Steering 
Committee for Storm and Flood Control more than 80,000 people have been 
rendered homeless” (Asian Pacific Defence Forum, 2013). Mr. Nguyen Thiet, 84, who 
lives in Tu Nghia district (Quang Ngai) declared, “I’ve never witnessed any violent 
floods like this” (Vietnam Net, 2013). 

As clearly demonstrated by the passage of the 2013 typhoons, the Vietnamese 
Central Committee for Flood and Storm Control (CCFSC) and the Vietnamese Hydro-
meteorological Service watchfully monitor the path of the storms and are able to 
forecast the areas of impact with adequate notice, which allows the prompt evacua-
tion of residents in the targeted areas. In the case of typhoon Wutip the UN Disaster 
Risk Management Team had been monitoring the storm since September 27 (UN Viet 
Nam, 2013a). Likewise, typhoon Nari was monitored since its passage in the Philip-
pines on October 12. Nonetheless, as the case of Haiyan confirmed, the typhoons can 
rapidly change direction and do not necessarily follow a specific pattern. Indeed, 
the Viet Nam Initial Communication reported in a preliminary assessment to the 
UNFCC that it has been estimated that typhoon tracks “have been moving south-
wards” (NCAP, Climate Change and Climate Variability). This is in contradiction with 
the pathway of typhoon Haiyan, which, on the contrary, moved northward. Also, it 
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is hard to preventively forecast the intensity of the typhoon when hitting the region, 
since it can rapidly turn into a tropical depression. 

3. THE IMPAcT on PEoPlE: EVAcuATIonS AnD RElIEF 
PRoGRAMS

The previous section emphasized the importance of an effective early warning 
system capable of activating prompt responses in the event of natural disasters. 
Indeed, in 2009, when typhoon Mirinae struck, locals ascribed to the lack of warning 
and of official information on flooding in the media as the major responsibility for 
personal tragedies (Di Gregorio, 2013). 

As a result of the increasing governmental commitment in recent years, the 
typhoons of fall 2013 demonstrated the effectiveness of prompt emergency 
programs and of the early warning system, which mainly consisted of evacuation 
plans towards temporary centers in higher lands or underground bunkers, and house 
reinforcement. Viet Nam has managed to develop a very systemic evacuation mecha-
nism in conjunction with the Red Cross and the military. In preparation for Haiyan, 
the Government mobilized around 460,000 standing forces between soldiers and 
local army to ensure the evacuation before and during the emergency. As asserted by 
a senior official of the army “more than 170,000 soldiers assisted in the mass evacua-
tions several hours ahead of the expected time of landfall and were well prepared to 
expect the worst-case scenario” (Asian Pacific Defence Forum, 2013). 

883,000 people were relocated from 11 central provinces to safe zones (BBC, 
2013). People relocated to internal higher grounds mostly accounted for residents of 
low-lying coastal areas (New Straits Time, 2013). However, a significant evacuation 
concerned Con Co Island, a small island 27 km from the coast of Quang Tri province. 
According to the Tuoi Tre newspaper, “All 250 people on the island including resi-
dents and soldiers were evacuated to underground shelters where there is enough 
food for several days” (News.com.au, 2013).

Figure 6. Areas affected by the Tropical Typhoons in the Fall of 2013 

Source: International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), 2013c. 
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It is interesting to highlight that the process of evacuations was coercive. In fact, 
authorities informed people refusing to leave their homes that they would have been 
forced to (Al Jazeera, 2013). This means that in the villages, where evacuations were 
arranged, displacement was massive and authorities ensured that nobody was left 
behind, regardless of the locals’ will to stay and protect their livelihoods. 

The Red Cross assisted the evacuation of 100,000 people mainly focusing on the 
elderly and orphans (UN Viet Nam, 2013g). Indeed, during evacuation procedures, 
specific attention was dedicated to vulnerable categories. As the Women’s Union 
representative of Hung Trach, in the Quang Binh province, asserted, “we organized 
boats to evacuate women and children first and the disaster group works with indi-
vidual households on disaster preparedness” (Save the Children Viet Nam Blog, 2014). 

In the case of typhoon Wutip, the military and the police engaged in the construc-
tion of temporary shelters in higher lands, along with 700 volunteers of the Red Cross 
(UN Viet Nam, 2013b). The main house reinforcement strategy consisted of sand bags, 
which were also used for protection in underground bunkers with a capacity of 40 to 
50 people. In preparation for Haiyan, Tuoi Tre News reported (2013b), “At least 50 under-
ground sandbag bunkers have been built in Duy Xuyen district, Quang Nam province. 
Food, rice, instant noodle bags, fresh water, and blankets have been stored in the 
bunkers. The elderly and children have been given first priority to take shelter in them”. 

It is interesting to note that evacuees are usually evacuated extremely rapidly, as 
the case of Haiyan showed, when 200,000 were evacuated in less than one day. Media 
reported that locals complained about late warnings from the Government, which 
affected the effectiveness and promptness of preparedness measures (BBC, 2013). 
Furthermore, the massive evacuation plans resulted in an overload of some shelters 
that could not contain evacuees (New Straits Time, 2013); relocated people were also 
expected to bring food and necessities for three days (Al Jazeera, 2013), which was 
difficult to attain, given the late notice. 

People resided in the shelters for the time strictly necessary and returned home 
a few days after the passage of the typhoon, following a model of “flash” displace-
ment. As reported by Olivia Dun (2009), “During the immediate disaster period many 
people are evacuated temporarily to higher ground and safer structures, however, 
this is often only for a short period of 1-2 days until the disaster passes”. 

Reconstruction of the damaged houses is seen as the main priority for recovery 
to the extent that poor residents sacrifice their basic human needs and “invested their 
money on roofing materials” rather than on food (UN Viet Nam, 2013c). After the 
passage of Wutip, reconstruction started immediately, allowing the rapid return of 
the relocated families to their homes. Indeed, by October 9, 70-80% of the houses was 
repaired (Ibid). The remaining percentage was expected to finish the reparation work 
in the following couple of weeks. However, the techniques used to fix the damages 
responded to immediate needs rather than long-term resilience, as residents did not 
have the money to buy more resistant materials (Ibid). As a consequence, given that 
in coming years the same population may be easily affected by new storms, vulner-
ability is likely to increase, as every natural disaster will weaken already precarious 
protection measures. Nevertheless, due to the increasing demand of reconstruction 
materials, prices doubled and poor people without access to them, turned to more 
insecure methods (UN Viet Nam, 2013c). 

Different non-governmental organizations have been committed to relief 
programs supporting the most vulnerable categories. In the case of typhoon Wutip a 
central need was to provide poor people, whose houses had collapsed (around 15-20% 
of the hit population), with construction materials they could not purchase other-
wise (Un Viet Nam, 2013c). These vulnerable residents were forced to prolong their 
stay in the shelters (UN Viet Nam, 2013b) and postpone their return. The passage of 
typhoon Nari did not improve the situation. Indeed, on October 23 some families 
were “still living under tarpaulins on the rubbles of their damaged homes, or […] with 
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relatives or neighbors, which are by no means a long-term solution” (IFCR, 2013a). To 
help those affected, the Red Cross planned a cash grant program of VND 1 million 
per family (UN Viet Nam, 2013c) after Wutip and made available VND 6.6 million 
after Haiyan (IFCR, 2013b). The Government provided the families of the victims 
with grants of VND 3,000,000, while the Red Cross distributed 200 household kits 
and the Ministry of Health sent medicines to the provincial Health Departments (UN 
Viet Nam, 2013b). World Vision was instead concerned with the provision of food, 
water and non-food items to alleviate the constraining conditions of the affected 
population (UN Viet Nam, 2013c), as well as Save the Children offering education 
materials, shelters and cash grants (Save the Children Viet Nam). The provision of 
school materials has been deemed an important recovery strategy, as poor parents 
cannot afford new books and school items in the aftermath of a natural disaster 
(Save the Children Viet Nam, 2014). 

It is interesting to underscore that locals perceive reparation and reconstruction 
as a duty and that the Government did not issue any appeal for international help in 
the aftermath of the typhoons, which seems to illustrate a general sense of autonomy 
and independence of the Vietnamese people in dealing with the traumatic effects of 
natural disasters. Most particularly, natural disasters outline a clear gender division 
of labor with men dealing with disaster management and rapid response activities, 
and women carrying out domestic tasks and taking care of children and the elderly 
(Oxfam, 2009). The exclusion of women from the disaster risk reduction activities 
affects the success of prevention programs, as an important part of the population is 
unaware of the precautionary behaviors to adopt to minimize the effects of natural 
disasters. 

4. THE lonG-TERM EFFEcTS oF TYPHoonS: A PoSSIBlE nExuS 
WITH MIGRATIon PATTERnS 

While the previous section discussed evacuations as a preventive ‘forced displace-
ment’, this section aims at offering an overview of the possible connection between 
typhoons and migration. It is expected that the 2013 typhoons and future natural 
disasters will have an important effect on migration patterns. 

Economic factors, such as income/wage differentials between the area of origin 
and the destination (Nguyen-Hoang and John McPeak, 2010) and the desire to improve 
one’s socio-economic status, are traditionally considered as key drivers for migra-
tion. Poverty and social exclusion being main reasons for moving, it is important to 
understand whether natural disasters play an incisive role in the impoverishment of 
people living in the Central Region.

By looking at poverty rates in Quang Binh, it is possible to recognize a positive 
decrease up until 2005. However, in 2006 the poverty rate suddenly surged from 9.72% 
to 25.36%, when the region was hit by natural disasters severely affecting agriculture 
(GAR, March 2011). This Figure demonstrates the hypothesized nexus between the 
occurrence of natural disasters and poverty increase. In her research study concerning 
the Mekong Delta, Olivia Dun draws the same conclusion by asserting that “repeated 
flooding can be identified as a major contribution to the situation of poverty” (Olivia 
Dun, 2011). By pushing this further, one can identify a linkage between natural disasters, 
poverty and migration: “Floods and droughts are becoming more likely, which will affect 
agriculture, water supplies and hydro-electricity generation, as well as trade and industrial 
production in urban areas. Floods and droughts especially affect the poorest women and men 
who have the least resilience to deal with climatic stresses. These stresses are felt in particular 
in rural areas, and provide additional incentives to migrate” (UN Viet Nam, 2009). 

The 2009 Viet Nam Population and Housing Census showed that internal migra-
tion has been progressively increasing in the last 10 following both a rural-to-urban 
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and a rural-to-rural pattern (UNFPA, Young people, 2011). The Census revealed that 
from 1994 to 1999 a majority of migrants came from the North Central and the 
Central Coastal regions and the Mekong Delta region and that migration flows from 
these areas increased in the following few years (UNFPA, Factsheet). 

As the graph above shows, destination areas for migrants were the Southeast 
region, the Red River Delta and the Central Highlands. Most especially, more than 
570,000 people moved from the Central Coast to the Southeast (Ministry of Planning 
and Investment, 2011), with Ho Chi Minh City receiving 136,700 in-migrants alone 
(2009 Viet Nam Population and Houses Census). Da Nang in the Central Region, as a 
dynamic industrial park, also attracted 100,600 in-migrants (2009 Viet Nam Popula-
tion and Houses Census). 

Youth are the most common migrant, ranging from age 15 to 29 (Ministry of Plan-
ning and Investment, 2011). The main reasons for migration are work opportunities 
and high education. In 2009, more than half of migrants were female, leading to what 
has been defined as a ‘feminization’ of migration (UNFPA, Profile, 2011). The migration 
flow also has an important impact on sending areas and can produce ‘skip-generation 
families’, whereby the elderly take care of their grandchildren while young parents 
migrate to dynamic economic areas (UNFPA, Young People, 2011). This phenomenon 
is becoming increasingly common and can also have important implications on 
childcare1.

As a result of the disastrous fall of 2013, many students in Ho Chin Minh who 
originally came from the Central Region did not go back home for holidays, as their 
families could not afford the travel. “80 percent of students who came to look for 
holiday-period jobs are from the Central Region, especially those whose families 
were affected by the disasters”, the Deputy Director of the Ho Chi Minh City Student 
Assistance Center said (Thanh Nien News, 2013b). According to a study conducted 
by Oxfam in the Quang Tri province, children do not return home after graduation, 
which will inevitably impact the household profile in the area of origin; although 
remittances will play an important role in the improvement of resilience, the prov-
ince is likely to suffer for the lack of young residents (Oxfam, 2009). 

The overview presented by the 2009 Census only offers a limited aspect of 
internal migration. Indeed, to be considered as such, migrants are defined “as people 
whose place of residence 5 years prior to the time of the census is different from 
their current place of residence” (Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2011), which 
means that the Census does not take into account seasonal and temporary migra-
tion and, hence, underestimates the people’s mobility within the country. Like-
wise, the Census overlooks the reasons for migration, which would require further 
investigations. 

A very common coping strategy for households affected by natural disasters is 
seasonal migration (Oxfam, 2009), as it allows income diversification and increases 
locals’ adaptation capacity without implying a drastic change in the household struc-
ture. Among the benefits temporary migration brought to her family, a 33 year-old 
woman mentioned two interesting aspects concerning the improvement of resil-
ience and solidarity networks: “We also had the roof repaired and […] contributed 
a little money for a charity fund for flood victims in the central part of Vietnam” 
(Resurreccion and Van Khanh, 2007). 

Temporary out-migration mainly concerns young men, who benefit from easier 
mobility, better non-farming work opportunities near home and access to financial 
credit (Oxfam, 2009). Indeed, female migrants are more likely to encounter “stigma, 
guilt and criticism” for leaving their families behind (Resurreccion and Van Khanh, 

1  Interview with Amida Cumming, IOM, April 29, 2014.
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2007) and often earn less than men (UN Viet Nam, 2009). Male temporary migration 
produces a shift in social structures: women are charged with further responsibilities 
(UN Viet Nam, 2009) and take the lead over traditional male activities during out-
migration periods, shaping the phenomenon of the ‘feminization of agriculture’. In 
the Quang Tri province, men temporarily migrate especially after floods towards the 
Southern Region; most of them return home for cropping and reconstruction efforts 
after the passage of natural disasters (Oxfam, 2009). 

The emotional impact of this forced displacement, both temporary and perma-
nent, has been documented by different sources. Due to the challenging environ-
ment and the increase of urban poverty and vulnerability, many migrants are now 
turning to suburban or rural areas, where there are emerging industrial parks – areas 
of the city designed for industrial use - and they can be closer to their families: 
“I moved back because of my family. I want to be closer to home. I used to work 
in HCMC as a seasonal mechanical worker” (Action Aid and Oxfam, 2012), a man 
coming from Hai Phong explained. The same feeling was shared in the Quang Tri 
province, where migrants expressed their desire to stay home near their families 
(Oxfam, 2009). 

This tendency could also explain why rural-to-rural migration has increased and 
has gained importance over the past 10 years. Lesser living costs in smaller cities are 
also likely to reduce pressure on migrants regarding remittances and will allow them 
to conduct a more stable life-style in destination areas. Being closer to home will 
benefit the psycho-social well-being of migrants, allowing for greater social capital 
in the receiving locations.

In conclusion, the exacerbation of poverty, also as a result of natural disasters, 
pushes locals to migrate according to the aforementioned patterns. In the aftermath 
of the tragic events of fall 2013, it is therefore likely that locals will use migration as 
an important coping strategy. Aside from short evacuations, repeated typhoons may 
induce longer-term displacement patterns. Nonetheless, given the methodological 
constraints previously discussed, it is hard to obtain estimates on short-term migrations 

Figure 7. Inter-provincial in-migrant and out-migrant populations over the five years 
preceding 2009, by urban/rural place of residence/region. 

Source: United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), Factsheet, 2010. 
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and to assess their evolution in the aftermath of natural disasters. Long-term migra-
tory movements are more visible, in cases where the affected population has failed in 
rehabilitating their livelihood and, still suffering from the effects of environmental 
disasters, decide to migrate for “various social and economic reasons” (Dun, 2009). 

4. nATIonAl STRATEGY PlAnS AnD lonG-TERM STRATEGIES

It has been assesses that the Comprehensive Poverty Reduction and Strategy (2001–
2010) has “emphasized that natural disasters set back developmental gains and put 
people at the risk of falling back into the poverty trap” (World Vision, 2011). There-
fore, most of the programs undertaken by the Government and international 
organizations emphasize sustainable resilience and community-based disaster risk 
management. Viet Nam has approved the UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change and long-term policies have become part of the National Strategy on Natural 
Disaster Prevention, Response and Mitigation to 2020 and of the National Strategy 
for Climate Change of 2011. In light of this commitment, the Ministry of Natural 
Resources and the Environment issued a report stating that “from 2010 to now (2014), 
the Ministry has built and mobilized nearly USD 1 billion from international aid and 
preferential loan to implement programs and projects in response to climate change” 
(MONRE Website, italics added).

According to the National Strategy for Climate Change, by 2020 it is expected that 
the hydro-meteorological observation network will be perfectly functioning and 
will achieve a three-day storm predictability so as to improve preparedness (National 
Strategy for Climate Change, 2011). The Center Committee for Flood and Storm 
Control (CCFSC) initiates actions from local authorities warning them about the 
on-coming storms, issuing emergency telegraphs to instruct local authorities about 
the increase of preparedness measures and evacuation dispositions, and sending 
delegations to the concerned provinces (UN Viet Nam, 2013d). In preparation for 
Haiyan, the Prime Minister openly stated his concern and called for the higher level 
of preparedness procedures. After Nari, the provincial Committee for Flood and 
Storm Control (CFSCs) were very active: in Da Nang a Recovery Board was created to 
handle food security and shelter (UN Viet Nam, 2013d). 

The UN Resident Coordinator Pratibha Mehta declared: “We are impressed by the 
extraordinary preparedness measures taken by the Government when confronted 
with this storm. Strong leadership, right from the highest level, played a key role in 
minimizing the impact and number of lives lost” (UN Viet Nam, 2013). Susan Mackay, 
the chief of communications for the United Nations in Vietnam, added, “The govern-
ment has an extraordinary level of response. They invest both in preparedness and 
response, and the highest state of alert was called by the prime minister […] The 
preparations have been underway for days now. They activated both civil and mili-
tary capacities. This is a country that is very resilient and extremely well prepared” 
(Abc.net.au, 2013).

The National Strategy on Natural Disaster Prevention, Response and Mitiga-
tion to 2020 was adopted in 2007 with the purpose of minimizing “the damages and 
the losses to humans and properties, the damage of natural resources and cultural 
heritages, and the degradation of environment” (Action Plan for the Implementa-
tion of the National Strategy, 2008). The Strategy involves several ministries, among 
which include the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD) and the 
Ministry of Natural Resources and the Environment (MONRE). In line with a holistic 
approach, the national planning offers a wide and cross-setting range of policies, 
from non-structural measures, such as the formulation of common laws on natural 
disaster prevention, to structural measures, such as dyke constructions and sustain-
able forest management. 
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Particular attention is dedicated to multi-level coordination and communication 
between Central authorities and local institutions in terms of developing an early 
warning system and capacity building. In the event of natural hazards, Provincial 
Flood and Storm Control Committees take action in developing evacuation plans 
and the prepositioning of supplies and equipment (Ngoan et al., 2013). In light of 
the massive evacuations that took place in the Fall of 2013, it is therefore possible 
to affirm that Provincial Committees, with the support of the Central government, 
are able to promptly implement preventive measures; for example, the People’s 
Committee of Da Nang city successfully and preventively evacuated 20,000 house-
holds in preparation for Haiyan (Tuoi Tre News, 2013a). 

The National Strategy also covers a plan for the relocation of 135,537 households 
living in the most vulnerable areas. By 2015 the Government plans to resettle 3,891 
households exposed to floods and erosion in the North Central Region and 15,391 
households in the Coastal Southern Central under the lead of the Department of 
Cooperatives and Rural Development (Action Plan, 2008). The majority of the people 
(93,685 households) included in the resettlement program reside in the Mekong Delta 
(Action Plan, 2008), which shows that, while relocation is deemed a pillar of envi-
ronmental adaptation in the Southern Viet Nam2, in other regions the Government 
prefers adopting different measures. In fact, it has been impossible to find updates 
with regard to this program in the Central Region and to evaluate its eventual effi-
cacy in the event of 2013 typhoons. 

While the Government is mostly concerned with structural measures, such as 
flood management, international actors play a fundamental role in non-structural 
programs. Among the structural measures it is worth mentioning the strengthening, 
repair and constant monitoring of the 720 km sea-dykes and river mouth-dyke in 
the Central Region to preserve and increase the protection of the most vulnerable 
areas (Action Plan, 2008). With respect to non-structural measures, local Committees 
for Flood and Storm Control and other local People’s Committees take the lead of 
most of the projects. In close cooperation with such local authorities, a network of 
17 international and national NGOs have been able to implement Community-based 
Disaster Risk Management (CBDRM)3 activities in 23 provinces since 2000 (CBDRM, 
2008). 

Following this track, in 2011 World Vision launched a three-year program aiming 
at containing the negative impacts of natural disasters by undertaking transversal 
plans of action covering awareness training, community-based risk reduction activi-
ties and improvement of local rapid response teams (World Vision, 2011). World Vision 
organized a three-day training on first aid and rescue addressed to the members of 
the rapid response teams and to nurses. Truong Thi Tinh, a nurse who attended the 
training, claimed that it “was very useful and practical for us. It not only provided us 
with knowledge but also gave us skills to save people during floods and storm in our 
community” (World Vision, 2012). 

According to Oxfam, substantial improvements have already been achieved: 
“Grains have been moved to higher and dryer places to avoid water submergence. 
The peasants have also begun to reinforce their houses by tying them to the ground 
to avoid collapse once disasters happen. […] Another important change was to 
protect their living environment by changing their awareness as well as everyday 
behaviors” (Oxfam Viet Nam, 2014). Oxfam also offers a precious example of adap-
tation programs in conjunction with socio-economic development, as farmers 

2. Interview with Jane Chun, UNDP, February 19, 2014.

3. “Community-based disaster risk management is a process in which at-risk communities are actively engaged 
in the identification, analysis, treatment, monitoring and evaluation of disaster risks in order to reduce their vulner-
abilities and enhance their capacities” (Joint Advocacy Networking Initiative in Viet Nam, p. 14). 
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are given financial support and training for the most beneficial livelihood model. 
According to a beneficiary living in Quang Nam, Mrs. Ni, “the models have changed 
the way my family responds to disasters” (Oxfam Viet Nam, 2014, italics added) and 
allowed them to be proactive instead of passive witnesses and victims of natural 
disasters. 

In Thua Thien Hue, the Center for Sustainable Rural Development organizes 
training for the improvement of the early warning system and disaster prepared-
ness. In light of their increasing role during emergencies, the program is addressed 
to women and already had positive results. Ms. Pham Thi Cuc, a beneficiary of the 
project, stated that, thanks to these activities, she now knows how to behave in the 
event of natural disasters and that her family stockpiles wood, food, water and other 
items in dryer places to face floods (UN Women, 2012). 

These programs have the ability to increase resilience and empower locals when 
they are facing natural hazards. Even though it is difficult to assess their impact 
during the 2013 typhoons, it is possible to affirm that, according to project partici-
pants, they will definitely be better-equipped to reduce disaster risks and causalities. 
As proven by the experience of the Viet Nam Red Cross in the aftermath of typhoon 
Wutip, the community-based disaster risk management has indeed “contributed 
substantially to these communities’ awareness and preparedness to lessen the impact 
of disaster events, many communities still require support to enhance their knowl-
edge and awareness” (IFCR, 2013c).

Finally, in 2011 the Women’s Union (WU) of Da Nang Viet Nam, in conjunction 
with the Institute for Social and Environmental Transition, launched a microcredit 
and technical assistance program to develop storm resistant shelters in vulnerable 
districts. The program efficacy was tested with the passage of typhoon Nari: “244 of 
the 245 beneficiary households had completed construction thanks to the Project, 
and all 244 households were safe from Typhoon Nari’s force” (International Partner-
ship for Implementation, Education and Research on Society, Natural resources and 
the Environment, 2014), while surrounding households were heavily affected. This 
positive experience highlights the importance of investing in preventive measures 
aimed at increasing locals’ preparedness and resilience, which have a paramount role 
in the event of violent natural hazards. 

5. concluSIon

Viet Nam is adversely affected by climate change and natural disasters. The Central 
Coastal Region is particularly vulnerable. It suffers from sudden-onset disasters, such 
as typhoons and monsoons, which exacerbate the effects of slow-onset disasters, 
namely sea-level rise, salinity intrusion and coastal erosion. Although it is difficult 
to forecast future trends, by looking at last years, it is possible to assume that the 
socio-economic costs of typhoons have been increasing due to their frequency and 
violence, provoking serious consequences on local residents. 

The proximity of natural disasters affects recovery capacity and disaster prepar-
edness in highly vulnerable areas. The Fall of 2013 offers a valid example of the devas-
tating repercussions of repeated natural disasters in the coastal region, causing the 
prompt evacuations of up to 883,000 people to safer lands or underground bunkers 
in preparation for Haiyan. The early warning and rapid response systems have 
proven to be effective and highly coordinated between the Central and provincial 
governments, involving both civilians and the military. 

Evacuations were promptly arranged and coercive. People were relocated a few 
hours before the passage of the typhoons and stayed in temporary shelters for the 
time strictly necessary (around one to three days). Even though people were expected 
to bring their own food to shelters, relief programs offered food and water to the 
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displaced. As a result of governmental support programs, fast recovery capacity and 
reconstruction efforts, locals managed to rapidly return home. Nonetheless, due to 
the increasing prices of construction materials in the aftermath of natural hazards, 
poor residents turned to unsafe construction material, which in coming years is 
likely to affect their resilience capacity. Moreover, the proximity of 2013 typhoons 
provoked a longer duration of relocation for some locals who could not properly 
repair their houses in time. 

Despite sudden-onset disasters usually provoking short-term evacuations, house-
holds in rural areas have adopted migration strategies in order to improve their 
economic status, which is highly compromised by the occurrence of violent calami-
ties. Available data on migration underestimate the actual mobility of people, but 
show a general increase of all types of internal migration, in particular, from the 
Central Region to the urban centers in the Southern Region, for work or study. It is 
expected that the events of Fall 2013 will further boost migration, as a result of the 
economic loss the typhoons caused. Due to methodological constraints, it is however 
difficult to understand such behavioral changes, as socio-economic consequences 
extend over time and are not immediately perceivable. 

An interesting finding also shows that some young people who go to universi-
ties in urban centers could not go back home for Christmas holidays because of the 
economic consequences the typhoons had on their families’ incomes. The impover-
ishment of rural households pushes youth to remain in more dynamic urban centers, 
which, in the long run, may provoke an aging of the population in the area of origin. 

The Government has adopted a holistic perspective with regard to climate change 
and the national system is progressively improving. With reference to Fall of 2013, 
Viet Nam has proven to have an efficient preparedness and early warning system with 
high- level coordination. Nonetheless, the Government will continue to strengthen 
mitigation and adaptation strategies according to the set of priorities outlined in the 
National Strategy on Natural Disaster Prevention, Response and Mitigation to 2020 
and of the National Strategy for Climate Change of 2011, accounting for structural 
and non-structural measures. 

Thus far, the collaboration with national and international NGOs has been 
productive and encouraged a participatory approach to resilience. As a result of these 
programs, locals are more aware and empowered rather than highly vulnerable; and 
have turned into proactive actors in emergency situations. Nonetheless, as the events 
of 2013 demonstrated, the effects on local populations are still serious and there is an 
urgent need for the national strategies to be fully implemented at the local level. ♦
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HAn YAnG

Assessing the evolvements  
and impacts of environmental 
migration in Inner Mongolia

Blue, blue appear the skies; Vast, vast the grassland lies.  
Winds blow, grass bows and we see the cattle roam.

 Folk Song of Bei Dynasty (534-589 AD)

I
In the eyes of Chinese people, Inner Mongolia is an ecologically unique prov-
ince that is knitted with double images. The shining side of Inner Mongolia 
attributes to its picturesque and endless grasslands. Yet, the dark facet of 
Inner Mongolia is notorious for being the source of dust storm sweeping 
over northern part of China. Due to climate change and excessive anthro-
pogenic activities, environmental problems prevail in Inner Mongolia, 
including grassland degradation, sprawling deserts, water scarcity and soil 
erosion. In addition to environmental deterioration, poverty is prevalent 

for people living in environmentally undesirable areas. Worsening environment and 
aggravating poverty not only dismantle the tranquil lives of the indigenous people, 
but also require large-scale governmental interventions. Viewed as effective adapta-
tion and mitigation measures to lift poverty and restore ecosystems, government-led 
resettlements have evolved from initially small-scale pilot projects to normatively 
mega-size strategic policies in Inner Mongolia. 

This paper will first summarize environmental migration and associated policies 
that occurred before 2013. The following section will focus on the latest Environ-
mental Migration and Poverty Eradication Planning enacted in April of 2013 by the 
Inner Mongolia provincial government. The new migration strategy will be reviewed 
and compared with previous measures. The next section will examine the economic, 
socio-cultural and environmental impacts induced by environmental migration 
through a combination of questionnaire surveys and a literature review. The paper 
will be concluded with a summary of the factors contributing to migration patterns 
and policies.

Information with is respects to subjective feelings and personal opinions on 
environmental migration are mainly collected from primary source, i.e. question-
naire-based surveys. The paper is complemented by secondary data searched from 
journals, newspapers and the Internet will be used to conduct qualitative and quanti-
tative analysis. Incomplete and are inconsistent statistics, together with well as a lack 
of official and recognized data is a major challenge identified in this paper.

1. THE conTExT oF InnER MonGolIA

1.1. Introduction on Inner Mongolia 
Inner Mongolia is the third largest province in China, accounting for 12 percent of 
China’s total land area. Stretching from the northwest to the northeast of China, the 
geographic location of Inner Mongolia is of significant importance because of its 
proximity to Beijing and borders with Mongolia and Russia. Inner Mongolia is one of 



SEM 2014
50

ASIA

HAN YANG
ASSESSING THE EVOLVEMENTS 
AND IMPACTS OF ENVIRONMENTAL MIGRATION IN INNER MONGOLIA

the five autonomous regions of China due to large concentrations of ethnic popula-
tions, particularly the Mongols. While Inner Mongolia is home to 68.72% of the total 
Mongols in China, the Mongols only make up 17% of total population within Inner 
Mongolia. There are other ethnic groups residing in Inner Mongolia, for example 
Manchu and Evenki. Along with Mandarin, Mongolian is used as the second official 
language. 

Inner Mongolia is known for its picturesque scenery, indigenous culture and 
peaceful lifestyle. In addition to vast coverage of grasslands, there is large variety of 
land types in Inner Mongolia. According to 2013 Inner Mongolia Chronicles, Inner 
Mongolia consists of 59.86% grassland, 16.4% forest, 7.32% cultivated land and 13.85% 
barren lands; consisting of sands, Gobi desert and gravels). The map of land cover 
map is shown in Figure 1. The abundance of grassland fosters the long-lasting tradi-
tion of herding and nomadic lifestyle of the Mongols and other ethnicities inhab-
iting in Inner Mongolia. Some Mongols and the Evenkis living in mountain areas also 
depend on forestry and hunting for subsistence. The huge reserves of coal, natural 
gas and rare earth proliferates the surge of extractive industry in Inner Mongolia, 
which exerts immense economic, social and environmental effects. Due to the vast-
ness and diversities of the territory, weather conditions are varying dramatically 
from the forested and mountainous region of the east to the sand covered and desert 
area of the west. Due to low precipitation, the majority of Inner Mongolia is under 
semi-arid or arid climates except for small semi-humid areas in the far Northeastern 
region (Figure 2). 

1.2. Environmental problems in Inner Mongolia
Inner Mongolia’s susceptibility to environmental disruptions partially stems from its 
inherent climatic and geographic constraints of being dry, arid and landlocked. As 
presented in Figure 3, the majority of Inner Mongolia lies in No.1 and NO. 2 Ecologi-
cally Fragile Zones, meaning the ecosystem is not resistant to external disturbances 
and sensitive to population pressure and therefore has low capacity to support human 
settlement (Tan 2008). Aside from natural conditions, to large extent the speed and 
scale of environmental deterioration in Inner Mongolia is due to excessive human 
activities that exceed the carrying capacities of ecosystem. In recent decades Inner 
Mongolia face a wide range of environmental problems, among which desertifica-
tion, rangeland degradation, soil erosion, drought and water scarcity are extremely 
detrimental. 

Figure 1. Land Cover Map of Inner Mongolia

Source: Bagan & Yamagata 2009

Figure 2. Level of Precipitation in Inner Mongolia

Source: Meteorological Bureau of Inner Mongolia 2014
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Figure 3. Distribution of Ecologically Fragile Zones in China

1. : Semi-arid and semi–humid areas in northern China. 2: Semi-arid areas in northwestern China) 
Source: Tan & Fei 2007 

Inner Mongolia has been plagued by prolonged drought and water depletion in 
recent decades. Since the 1980s, the number of dry days per year has significantly 
increased. The 21st century has witnessed a rapid surge of dry weather spells in Inner 
Mongolia. 2005 has been recorded as the driest year in the past 50 years (Wang & 
Wu 2013). Population growth and economic development has resulted in soaring 
water consumption and overexploitation of water resources. Those problems lead 
to many consequences including dropped river runoffs, shrank lakes and declined 
underground water levels. The interplay of the ecosystem and water-related issues in 
return give rise to a series of other environmental problems, including soil erosion 
and land degradation. 

Both the size and gravity of desertification of Inner Mongolia are the highest 
among all Chinese provinces. Since the 1990s, desertification has incrementally 
progressed throughout in Inner Mongolia. On average, desertification expands 
at the speed of 2,460 km2/year (Liu & Zhao 2009). Up to the end of 2009, 52.2% of 
Inner Mongolia’s territory has been considered as desertification, amounting to 
6,177,700 km2 Forestry Bureau of Inner Mongolia 2011. Desertification and soil erosion 
have resulted in frequent dust storms, hazarding local economy, daily livelihoods 
and public health. Based on historical records, there was, on average, one big dust 
storm (10.8m/s ≤wind speed ≤ 24.4m/s, 200m ≤visibility≤ 500m) every three decades 
in the 2000-year time frame prior to 1949. Between 1950 and 1990, the frequency of 
large dust storms increased to once biennially. In the 1990s, Inner Mongolia and 
other cities experienced dust storms on yearly basis (Yi & Zhang 2011). Furthermore, 
extreme dust storms have extended to the entire northern China affecting up to 12 
cities and provinces. Dust storms blew away loose sands and fine soil particles from 
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Inner Mongolia, and 45.2% of those sands and soils were transported to Beijing and 
Tianjin, two of the most important and vibrant cities in China (Wang & Wu 2013). Dust 
storms produced from Inner Mongolia even transcended national territory reaching 
Japan and the Korean Peninsula. Yellow and dusty sky in Beijing was broadcasted 
worldwide, which partially triggered large-scale movements to curb dust storms and 
restore ecosystems in Inner Mongolia. Among various measures, relocating popula-
tions living in impoverished, fragile and harsh environments are widely used and 
highlighted by central, provincial and local governments. Environmental relocation 
and resettlement in China refers to moving populations inhabiting in ecologically 
fragile regions into areas with preferable environmental conditions (Wang 2013).

2. HISToRY oF EnVIRonMEnTAl MIGRATIon In InnER 
MonGolIA

2.1. Evolvement of environmental migration in Inner Mongolia
Historically, population movements between Inner Mongolia and the rest parts of 
China feature in inflows of Han Chinese from mainland cities to Inner Mongolia. As 
early as the Mongol-established Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368), thousands of Han people 
have been relocated to Inner Mongolia to take up farming according to History of 
Yuan. Immigration to Inner Mongolia increased again after the birth of new China 
for purposes of reclaiming the lands and building a new Inner Mongolia. At the onset 
of 2000, the Chinese Central Government’s West Development strategy marked a 
new wave of immigration of Han people into Inner Mongolia (NDRC, 2000).

In contrast, the mobility of Inner Mongolia natives to other cities and provinces 
is less dynamic due to their unique lifestyle and reliance on pastures. However, the 
equilibrium has dramatically changed following the implementation of regional 
environmental migration projects. 

The start of environmental migration in Inner Mongolia was mainly driven 
by rampant dust storms. At the turning point of the new millennium, Beijing and 
its adjacent regions were periodically attacked by dust storms blown from Inner 
Mongolia. Dust storms went beyond domestic concerns, and were put in the inter-
national spotlight because of 2008 Beijing Olympics Game. In 1998, the China State 
Council approved a “National Environmental Development and Plan” that required 
provinces located in the source zones of dust storms to strengthen environmental 
protections (The State Council 1998). The plan urgently requested limiting agricul-
tural and grazing activities for the sake of restoring grasslands, forests and vegeta-
tion. In this context, Inner Mongolia government conceived and conceptualized the 
idea of environmental migration at the end of the 1990s. This prototype of future 
large-scale migration was initiated as small-scale pilot project. In 1998, Inner Mongolia 
embarked its first ecological emigration project with the intents to mitigate anthro-
pogenic stress of the ecological systems in Yin Mountain. This 100-million yuan (16 
million USD) project aimed at resettling 15, 000 people in three years (Chu & Meng 
2006).

In May of 2001, the Inner Mongolia Provincial Government enacted ‘Opinions On 
Implementing Environmental Migration and Poverty Alleviation Migration Projects’, 
which initiated massive environmental migration in Inner Mongolia (IMDR, 2001) . 
Aligned with National 10th Fiver-Year Plan, this regulation included a 6-year migration 
plan to relocate and resettle 650, 000 people of environmentally fragile areas and who 
were afflicted by desertification, grassland degradation and soil and water erosions. 
It also required governments of all municipalities (leagues) and counties (banners) to 
draw up concrete and specific regional migration schemes. Inner Mongolia further 
reinforced its ecological reinstallation and migration efforts in 2002 in response 
to the Beijing-Tianjin Sand Source Control Project, in which Inner Mongolia was a 
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major targeted region. In 2003, the “Grain for Green” resettlement swept across all of 
the Inner Mongolia administrative districts and prefectures affecting all 12 munici-
palities (leagues), 65 counties (banners), 101 towns and 2,412 villages. By the end of 
2003, environmental settlers in Inner Mongolia had reached up to 290, 000 (Chu & 
Meng 2005). 

In 2006, Inner Mongolia disclosed its Provincial 11th Five-Year Plan on Ecological 
Protection and Development (2006-2010). Significant attention and priority are given 
to rehabilitate ecosystems by re-vegetation, reforestation and re-plantation of farm-
lands and rangelands. Accordingly, the Provincial Five-Year plan spurred intensified 
environmental migration within Inner Mongolia. Between 2006 and 2010, Inner 
Mongolia has resettled in total 304, 000 environmentally displaced people.

In 2011, the Provincial 12th Five-Year on Ecological Protection Development Plan 
was launched to achieve ecological reinstallation by increasing forest and grassland 
coverage and alleviating grassland degradation. Strengthening environmental migra-
tion in pastures and forest areas are still defined as essential and effective measures 
in the Five-Year plan.

In 2013, the Inner Mongolia Provincial government rearticulated environmental 
resettlement policies by the enforcement of the ‘Environmental Migration and 
Poverty Eradication Plans for Ecologically Fragile Zones’. This ambitious 5-year plan 
set the goals of moving 366, 842 people of 115, 724 households, out of environmen-
tally vulnerable areas. Apart from adaptation to environmental degradation, Inner 
Mongolia’s environment-induced resettlement has been integrated with poverty 
reduction measures since its naissance. The government’s decision of incorporating 
poverty alleviation into migration schemes is based on the coincidence that the 
majority of the under-poverty-line population inhabits in environmentally unde-
sirable and vulnerable areas. It is worthy to note that a significant portion of the 
affected populations are ethnic minorities, namely the Mongols who are distinguish-
ably different with Han Chinese in term of lifestyle, culture, religion and language. 

2.2. Official discourse of 2013 Environmental Migration Plan
Governance in China is, by and large, still characterized by top-down, command 
and control approaches, which indicates polices and plans are usually drawn at top 
levels. National policies are the most important signals for lower-level governments 
to follow up with detailed and correspondent action plans. Despite of the fact that 
Inner Mongolia has accumulated more than decade’s environmental resettlement 
experience at provincial level, there are only two provincial official documents 
specific to environmental migration. Usually environmental migration is encom-
passed and merged in other national and provincial polices such as Beijing-Tianjing 
Sand Control and the Provincial Five-year Plan. 

In addition to the 2001 version “Opinions on Implementing Environmental 
Migration and Poverty Alleviation Migration Projects”, the latest provincial docu-
ment is “Environmental Migration and Poverty Eradication Plans for Ecologically 
Fragile Zones” (hereafter referred to as the 2013 Plan) that took into effect in April of 
2013 (IMDR, 2013). The 2013 Plan is the core guidance within the policy framework 
of environmental migration in Inner Mongolia. In order to understand further on 
the rationales behind Provincial Government’s policy-making, the following sub-
sections will review and summarize core components of 2013 Plan.

The necessity of environmental migration
The 2013 plan summarizes the achievements of previous migration projects and recog-
nizes the contribution of environmental migration in terms of livelihood improve-
ment and food security. It also reminds governments of all levels within to have 
“sober and clear understanding” that Inner Mongolia is still a less developed prov-
ince represented by low-level, unbalanced and uneven socio-economic development 
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(IMDR, 2013). 1.97 million people in Inner Mongolia live under the poverty line, but 
measures such as bolstering industries, labor force transferring and social relief are 
only able to alleviate the situations for a limited numbers of the population. Those 
conventional poverty reduction measures are unable to benefit people dwelling in 
deserts, mountains and desertification zones. In this regard, the provincial govern-
ment believes that environmental resettlement surpasses other conventional meas-
ures because it is able to embrace ecological rehabilitation, livelihood improvement 
and poverty reduction into one policy set. 

Feasibility of environmental migration
The Inner Mongolia Provincial Government asserts that Inner Mongolia enjoys 
many opportunities and advantages, which have paved the foundations for carrying 
out environmental migration. Firstly, the Provincial Government has demonstrated 
strong political will and financial support to prioritize environmental and poverty-
reduction related migrations. Secondly, local people reveal desires of relocation for 
the sake of better lives and higher incomes. Additionally, Inner Mongolia has accu-
mulated rich migration experiences since 1980s concerning methodologies, resettle-
ment design, project management and fundraising. The existing policies and solu-
tions are highly helpful for future migration work. Besides, Inner Mongolia teems 
with vast land and rich natural resources that enable to resettle migrants within the 
territory of Inner Mongolia. Last but not least, Inner Mongolia’s progresses on GDP 
growth, fiscal capacities, public service and industrialization enhance the feasibility 
of large-scale migration projects. 

Fundamental principles 
The 2013 Plan requires governments under provincial levels to outline sub-regional 
schemes and implementations in strict accordance with six fundamental principles, 
which are clearly stipulated in the Plan:
 – i. Integrated and step-by-step implementation built on scientific research and 

close examination of local conditions. 
 – ii. Government-led, participatory and voluntary approach. Preconditioning on 

voluntary basis, government takes lead in designing, coordinating and organizing 
migration. Relevant agencies, social groups, private sectors and other civil society 
organizations are encouraged to collaborate to support and participate in migra-
tion and poverty reduction.

 – iii. Be flexible, adaptable and innovative. Resettlement arrangements should be 
set according to local conditions and backgrounds of affected groups. 

 – iv. Oriented towards income boosting and resilience promotion. 
 – v. Be integrated, practical and efficient. Resources of various types must be mobi-

lized and integrated to solve most pressing issues. 
 – vi. Environmental protection and sustainable development should be pivotal 

components. . Released lands in origin areas must be reclaimed for the purposes 
of ecosystem restoration and suppressing environmental deterioration.

Major objectives
The 2013 Plan spells out the objectives of new-round environmental migration 
projects in Inner Mongolia in the aspects of scale of migration, timeframe and social-
economic goals. Between 2013 and 2017, the migration project aims to relocate 115, 724 
households and 366, 842 individuals living in environmentally fragile agro-pastoral 
zones. This migration plan will be applied to all 12 municipals and leagues. Environ-
mental migrants should be resettled into new destinations (towns and villages) that 
belong to the same administrative divisions with the areas of origin. 

All migration projects will finish at the end of 2017, with the goal of improving 
lives of environmental migrants. Specialized farming and livestock raising will be 
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the fundamental economic activities for sustaining subsistence and eradicating 
poverty. Supplementary but important sources of income will be transferring the 
existing labor force (mainly farmers and herders) to waged and contract workers. 
Ultimately, the goal set for the end of 2020 is launching into a moderately well-off 
society (or Xiaokang Society, referring to Chinese national economic policies to build 
up a society where people are moderately well-0ff and middle class), where migrants’ 
incomes and public service will reach or above provincial average. 

Criteria for the indentification of areas of origin and of destination

Table 1. Criteria of Areas of Origins and Destinations

Areas of Origin Areas of Destinations

Economic Factors -Places with higher density of under-
poverty-line households
-Places with poor transportation and 
scatter population that engender 
high costs for infrastructure and 
public service development

-Places with developed industries 
and promising job opportunities. 
-Industrial and manufactory bases 
and zones 

Environmental Factor -Places unable to feed local 
population due to imbalanced 
ecosystem, repeated droughts, water 
shortage and meager resources 
-Areas with frequent geological and 
natural disasters

-Places with adequate lands and 
water resources that are convenient 
for large-scale and centralized 
development.

Social Factor -Easy access to work, school, medical 
care and water supply. 
-Places are flexible and capable to be 
annexed and expanded.

Financial schemes
The Inner Mongolia Provincial Government only allocates and provides subsidies 
for migrants house construction (15, 000 yuan /per person). Governments below 
provincial levels are responsible for fundraising for other new constructions and 
investments.

Settlement schemes
Migrants will be further detailed to two sub-groups, i.e. eco-migrants and labor-
oriented migrants. The eco-migrants will be entitled with farmlands, while 
the labor-oriented migrants will lose their lands, relying mainly on waged and 
contracted work. There are two types of resettlement schemes: collective relocation 
and scatter relocation. Collective relocation refers to the resettlement of the entire 
village or community to the same destination without breaking down the former 
social constitutes. Scatter settlement will disperse migrants of the same origin to 
separated places. Groups with special needs, for instance single seniors and disabled 
persons will be assigned to public nursing and care homes upon permission or if 
needed. 

3. ASSESSMEnTS on THE 2013 EnVIRonMEnTAl MIGRATIon PlAn

3.1. Progresses and Innovation in the 2013 Plan 
Starting from the end of 20th Century, environmental migration has been favored 
by the Inner Mongolia Provincial Governments as a strategy to terminate environ-
mental degradation and improve living standards. Although the virtual components 
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remain intact, Provincial Governments have upgraded and updated a number of 
details in its latest 2013 Plan. In comparison with 2001 version, 2013 Plan evolves to be 
more explicit, specific and inclusive.

Diversified Financing Mechanisms
Among various interventions to tackle environmental deterioration, environmental 
migration is one of the most expensive solutions that require tremendous capital 
investments. According to government, 2013 environmental migration will require 
an 18.98 billion yuan (3.96 billion USD) to construct new houses, develop irrigation 
and water systems, upscale public service and infrastructures, and the like. The 
2013 Plan diversifies and expands sources of finance in many ways. First and fore-
most, Inner Mongolia Provincial Governments will apply for special grants from 
the National Development and Reform Commission and Ministry of Finance. Addi-
tionally, Provincial Governments will raise money from various sectoral funds or 
funds of special purposes, for example the Rural Drinking Water Safety Fund, Grain 
for Green Fund, Farmer Training Fund, Fund of Ethnicity Development, and so on. 
At the provincial and prefectural levels, complementary and diversified financing 
methods such as donations and private sponsor are highly recommended. 

Encouragement of Wide Public Participation
One of the major progresses in 2013 Plan is calling for wide-ranged contributions 
and engagements from public sector, private sector and civil society organizations. 
Prominently, the role of the private sector is reiterated in the 2013 Plan. Business 
and enterprises are encouraged to be involved in research and provide recommenda-
tions in regards to poverty reduction. Along with governmental agencies and social 
groups, private actors, particularly state-owned companies and renowned local 
industries can partner with migrant villages to offer necessary assistance. Govern-
ments are required to strengthen cooperation and communication with private 
sector to ensure employments of migrants. Inner Mongolia also finds creative ways 
to incentivize engagements of private sectors. For example individual sponsors who 
donate 0.5 million yuan or above, and enterprise sponsors donate 1 million yuan or 
above will be endowed with naming rights, which means that the new villages or 
buildings can be named after individual contributors or enterprise. 

Measures To Empower Migrants and Increase Self-Resilience
Highlighting the role of empowerment is an innovative addition to the 2013 Plan. 
This new environmental migration principle aims to enhance the resilience and 
development capacities of migrants. Governments will activate resources to rein-
force the provision of practical trainings on farming, livestock breeding and other 
vocation skills to affected migrants. Vocational schools are also encouraged to admit 
more migrants.

Creation Of Special Inspection and Supervision Team
The implementation of environmental migration relies on cooperation and compli-
ance of governments below provincial level, who may deviate from the roadmaps 
designed by the Provincial Governments. The new version of 2013 Plan has realized 
the importance of regular and continuous assessment on the performance of lower 
governments. Therefore the Provincial Government creates an inspection and super-
vision team represented by the Provincial Party Commission, Provincial Bureau of 
Agriculture and Animal Husbandry, Provincial Reform and Development Commis-
sion and Provincial Office of Poverty Alleviation. This team will regularly inspect the 
process of migration and poverty reduction, assess and validate all related work at 
the end of each year. Based on the results of the annual assessment, tasks and budget 
allocation for the following year may be subject to adjustment.
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Stricter Management and Supervision on Funds
Environmental migration involves 18.98 billions yuan budget, which is an enormous 
number and also directly affects the lives and well-beings of migrants. The Inner 
Mongolia government tightens its control on fund management to prevent misap-
propriation, delay, suspension and other unwarranted uses. The budgets allocated 
for environmental migration will be managed and audited in special accounts to 
guarantee that all of the funds are used for their intended purposes. 

3.2. Impact Assessments of Environmental Migration
The complexity and magnitude of environmental migration, in conjunction with the 
unique social contexts of Inner Mongolia affect the society, economy, environment 
and indigenous people in many different aspects. In order to collect recent first-hand 
opinions from migrants, affected groups and other residents in Inner Mongolia, 
questionnaires were designed and distributed to collect qualitative information from 
the ground (Figure 4). In total, nine responses were collected from Inner Mongolia. 
Among those 9 responses, two respondents are migrants who experienced reset-
tlement by themselves. The others are Inner Mongolia residents or environmental 
engineers who are aware of the problems and benefits involved in environmental 
migration. Considering the huge scale of previous and ongoing environmental 
migration, the survey samples collected are inadequate to depict a complete picture 
on the overall impacts. In order to overcome this limitation, I selected 2 case study 
sites based on two migrants’ current residencies in Darhan Muminghan and Urad 
Zhongqi, as well as the third case study in Wansheng village because of the avail-
ability of background information. The locations of the three case study sites are 
shown in Figure 5. 

The assessments were conducted by examining pre- and post-changes occurred 
in economic, social and environmental pillars. The information provided by Darhan 
Muminghan and Urad Zhongqi was used for economic impact assessments. Socio-
cultural impact was carried out for Wansheng village. Environmental assessments 
were applied to the entire Inner Mongolian region, complemented with limited 
volume of information gathered from questionnaires. The structure of impact 
assessment is in Figure 6. 

Figure 4. Samples of Collected Questionnaires Figure 5. Location of the Three Cast Study Sites
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Figure 6. Conceptual Framework of Impact Assessment
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Source: Author, 2014. 

3.1 Economic Impacts 
Binding environmental rehabilitation with poverty reduction, environmental migra-
tion in Inner Mongolia takes place along with labor force transferring and structural 
adjustments that will bring about fundamental economic changes. Before migra-
tion, traditional farming and nomadic herding constitute major economic activities 
and income sources for both herders and rural residents. Following the enactment 
of Grain for Green Project and environmental migration projects, the extent and 
scale of farming and grazing are strictly tightened. Limited by decreasing farmlands, 
cash crops and high-yield agricultural productions are favored by local governments 
to achieve income-boosting goals. Former herders assigned little or no farmlands 
after migration are incentivized to breed caged livestock or transform to farmers 
and workers. Due to the scarcity and low-quality of farmlands, considerate amounts 
of former farmers and former herders are converted to labor workers relying on 
employments in adjacent cities or industrial zones. Changes in production prac-
tice have resulted in diverse impacts influenced by wide range of factors, including 
profession (famer or herder) before migration, ethnicities, genders and ages. In view 
of dissimilarities, it is unwise to generalize migration-induced economic impacts. 
Case-by-case and village-by-village study is more appropriate to analyze economic 
changes at lower levels focusing on affected individuals. 

Dasheng village in Urad Zhongqi is a migrant settlement where residents have 
been relocated from the periphery of degraded grasslands and drying farmlands. 
Before migration, they were wither farmers or nomadic herders. After migrating 
to Dasheng village, villagers mainly depend on sunflowers and corn growing. 
Sunflowers are cash-generating crops for trading in markets, and corns are used to 
produce food. The average household income is 30,000 yuan per year for migrants, 
which is 3 times higher than their 10,000 yuan average annual income before migra-
tion. Similar changes are taking place in Darhan Muminggan migrant village where 
each household is provided with, on average, 1.3 hectares of farmlands. Prior to 
migration, the average annual household income produced from farming is below 
10,000 yuan as opposed to a post-migration’s 25,000 yuan annual income made from 
crop growing. But this positive change only occurs for migrants who are used to be 
farmers before migration. 
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It is crucial to clarify that income variation is different between former farmers 
and former herders who are currently living in the same places in Darhan Muninggan. 
After migration, it is impossible for former pastoralists to continue their herding 
life. Instead, they are allotted with farmlands and encouraged to raise caged animals. 
Migrant families, who lived on herding prior to migration, experience the drops of 
average annual income, from 40,000 yuan to 10,000 yuan after migration. Lacking 
in skills and experience in raising caged cattle or farming are considered as major 
reason of former herders’ post-migration economic retrogress according to answers 
from questionnaires. 

In addition to cash crop-based farming and husbandry, employments produced 
from factories and big farms are officially identified as important means to 
generate additional incomes. However, the reality is that migrant villages in Darhan 
Muminggan are not very close to big factories, consequently only a small amount of 
male migrants manage to find jobs in factories. Most migrants live on sheep raising 
or occasionally employed by big farms to grow potatoes or shear sheep. In migrant 
village of Darhan Muminggan, income from employment only accounts for 7,000 
yuan household/year. In comparison, employment revenue contributes greater to 
annual income in Urad Zhongqi that equals to 15,000 to 20,000 yuan household/
year. The gap of the salary-based income in two case studies arises from proximity 
to factories and big farms. Migrant villages in Urad Zhognqi have easy access to big 
industrial parks, and thus half of migrants, irrespective of gender, are eligible to be 
hired as workers to expand their incomes. Summary of income changes is listed in 
Table 2 Comparison of Incomes Before and After Migration (Author 2014). 

Table 2. Comparison of Incomes Before and After Migration

Cast Study
Sites

Pre-migration Post-migration Income Change

Economic  
activity

Income Farming Livestock
Raising

Employment

Urad zhongqi Farming 10000 30000 15000-20000  Increase

Pastor herding - - - - -

Darhan Minggan Farming <10000 25000 7000  Increase

Pastor herding 40000 10000  Decrease

Income : yuan,  

It is worthy to point out that there are gender and ethnicity disparities with respects 
to employment opportunities. In Darhan Muminggan, only a minority of males 
succeeds in finding jobs in adjacent industries due to limited vacancies. Instead, both 
female and males can easily find employment opportunities in nearby factories and 
farms for Urad Zhongqi migrant village residents. Additionally, former ethnic pasto-
ralists face more difficulties to be hired as contracted worker due to language barrier. 
Most of former nomadic pastoralists speak only Mongolia dialects and have poor 
command of mandarin. 

Unequal income changes and surging living expenses are common difficulties 
for all migrants. As described in the questionnaires that those migrants are used to 
lead a simple but self-sufficient life. Overwhelming majority of them are originally 
from rural villages and grasslands. Farming, herding and other agricultural produc-
tions were inexpensive in the past because there is no need to buy commercial inputs 
or livelihood materials After migration, the costs of fertilizers, seeds, irrigation, 
fodders and other inputs for farming and husbandry are significantly higher. Former 
nomadic herders, after migration, have to spend extra money to build animal shel-
ters for caged livestock breeding. In migrants’ former residential villages, they never 
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pay for water bills because they dig water from wells or use village-owned free water 
facilities. However, centralized water supply system in new migrant villages adds up 
water and electricity expenses. 

3.2. Socio-cultural Impacts
Socio- cultural impacts in terms of social networks, community culture and rituals 
are analyzed by using case study site of Wansheng village. The assessments aim for 
examining changes with respects to social networks, community culture, rituals and 
sense of self-identity. 

Wansheng migrant village is a new settlement specially built for migrants from 
two Daqing Shan mountainous villages:  Wan Jiagou and Zhang Fangtang, with a 
small number of villagers relocated from other villages. Majority of those migrants 
are Han Chinese who have predominately resided in the mountain for generations, 
but are forced to leave their homelands due to the reforestation and conservation of 
Daqing Shan Mountain. When living in mountainous areas, they relied on subsist-
ence family farming. Migration scheme in Wanjiagou is collective relocation that all 
households are moved to the same host village, while Zhang Fangtang resettlement 
is in a scatter scheme where villagers are relocated to different destinations., Similar 
with former herders of Darhan Minggan migration village, migrants in Wansheng 
settlement complain about declining income in the wake of migration. 

Pre-migration, former villagers from Wang Jiagou lived in a very traditional and 
Chinese manner. The village played the role of a big family where people were closely 
tied together through well-developed social networks. Each villager and household 
contributed valuable social capital for other members in provision of emotional 
bonding, moral support, financial and labor assistance etc. Those intimate connec-
tions partially resulted from its isolated location in mountain, but more importantly 
community spirit and mutual-help are the essences of culture and tradition for rural 
Han Chinese. Following collective resettlement to Wansheng village, most villagers 
think their previous social networks continue in new village. Specifically, many villagers 
feel closer bonds with others as a result of declined income and lifestyle changes. With 
rigid disposal of income and financial capitals, some villagers attach higher reliance 
and expectation for financial and physical help from other villagers. In the transi-
tion from traditional farming to livestock raising, more frequently villagers resort to 
neighbors and other villagers for help in terms of knowledge and new skills exchange. 
For majority of migrants from Wang Jiagou, inter-community relationship are well 
maintained and even strengthened. Equally important, inter-personal networks and 
kinships outside migrant village are also enhanced. Because the new village is close 
to major roads and railways, and thus it is more convenient and less dangerous for 
migrants to visit relatives and friends living in other places, and vice versa. 

The fact that Wansheng village is a mixed settlement housing migrants from 
various origins proposes both challenges and opportunities concerning social 
networks. 1 respondent described in the questionnaire that he and his community 
are not well acquainted with neighbors moved form different origins. They have 
no chance to improve relationships with other residents due to limited leisure time 
and public events. The fragmentation of the origins of the migrants and lacking 
in communication in Wansheng village causes unpleasant feelings and unfriendly 
atmosphere for some villagers. Interestingly, a interviewee reported different opin-
ions regarding to social network changes. He wrote in the questionnaire that some 
migrants try to expand their networks by interacting with new neighbors, hoping to 
learn different life experience and skills. 

Elderly villagers face bigger difficulties of adapting to the new life and environ-
ment. Lacking in familiarity and attachment with new village can lead to feelings of 
insecurity. In comparison with their former homes in mountains, the new village is 
not only bigger in size but also more interactive with the outside world. Therefore, 
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some old villagers are skeptical of strangers, visitors and vendors showing up in the 
village, whom they regard as robbers. Occasionally, the rapid change of lifestyle, 
living conditions and social networks provoke the feelings of loss of self-identity 
and self-value especially for the elderly.

Migration also exerts changes to community culture and rituals. In the past, 
villagers in their hometowns had the custom of celebrating important festivals such as 
Chinese New Year together by treating each other food and gifts. Wansheng migrant 
village consists of different groups of people that can dismantle the migrants’ tradi-
tions of collective celebration. As one respondent wrote in the questionnaire that 
“Chinese New Year has become less and less interesting and important in new reset-
tlement”. (Questionnaire filled by anonymous migrant villager on 24 March 2014 in 
Hohhot).

Chinese people have the culture of respecting and visiting deceased relatives at 
graveyards in important holidays. But the new migrant village is far from their old 
mountainous hometown where the graveyards locate. The long distances to former 
residencies have radically transformed the ritual of graveyard visiting, with many 
villagers giving up going back to their former lands to clean graves and pay tributes 
to the deceased. The cultural change is more radical for ethnic Mongols and herders, 
who are well-known as “brave race in the horseback”. Migration to settlements in 
semi-urban setting marks the end of the tradition of living nomadic life and herding 
freely in grasslands. One respondent emotionally commented in the questionnaire 
“In real sense, those horse riders chasing after big flocks of sheep are no longer the 
nomadic Mongolia herders. They just showcase their dying life and tradition for tour-
ists.” (Questionnaire filled by a migrant villager on 22 March 2014 in Urad Zhongqi)

3.3. Environmental Impacts
Minimizing anthropogenic activities; grazing, farming and extracting natural 
resources in ecologically fragile zones are major components of environmental 
migration and ecological rehabilitation. After moving populations out of ecologi-
cally fragile zones, grasslands, farmlands and forests that have previously reached 
carrying capacities are mitigated and restored by replanting, re-nourishing or reha-
bilitating naturally.

Since the implementation of environmental migration and the Beijing-Tianjin 
Sand Source Control Project in 2000 in Inner Mongolia, grasslands with salinity, 
desertification and degradation problems (San Hua) have declined from 1200 km2 
to 733 km2. Forest and grass covered lands in Inner Mongolia have expanded by 101 
km2. The quantity and quality of grasslands in sand-controlled areas have increased 
greatly since 2000, with canopy density reaching 0.4 and grass coverage raised from 
33% to 65% in Inner Mongolia (Li 2013). In general, the scale and speed of land dete-
rioration in ecologically fragile zones is under control and greatly mitigated. In this 
aspect, environmental migration and demographic re-distribution exert positive 
environmental impacts for areas of origins. 

A reported ‘sounder ecosystem’ by official Figure ures partially corresponds to 
some migrants’ narration. Some residents in Wansheng migrant villages described 
what happened to their old villages. They stated that the mountainous areas they 
used to live look healthier and livelier than before, and vegetation (grasses, bushes 
and woods) is denser. In the past, sands and deserts expanded due to deforestation 
and excessive farming. Today, the encroachments of sands slow down attributing to 
increased vegetation coverage and reduced human activities.

However, environmental restoration by restricting human activities in pastures, 
farmlands, forests and mountains is not consistently and fairly enforced. Human 
rights organizations disclosed the existence of land grabs and mining extractions in 
grasslands and farmlands, where former residents were relocated out and grazing 
and destructive activities were banned (SMHRIC 2014).
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Abundance in and accessibility to water and land resources are important criteria 
in selecting destinations of migration, according to the 2013 Plan. This criteria is 
important in the sense that ecosystems of destination should be suitable to support 
the influx of migrants without being damaged. However, big-sized resettlement is 
possible to ameliorate or aggravate local environments. The most immediate impacts 
on destination areas are mounting yields of solid wastes and wastewater from house-
holds, farming and livestock breeding. The situation is worsened due to absence of 
solid wastes and wastewater treatment in most rural areas and small towns of China. 
Although new resettlements are well equipped with electricity, gas, insulation and 
drainage pipes, lacking in on-site capacity to handle wastes and wastewater can 
pollute or degrade the eco-system of host places. For instance, increasing numbers of 
caged cattle in migrant villages produce considerate amounts of feces that in return 
contaminate the water and lands (Figure 7). Most migrant villages are ill-equipped or 
incapable to handle waste problems responsibly, they just maintain the practice of 
dumping wastes in ditches, landfill sites or barren areas nearby the villages. 

Figure 7. Milk Cow Breeding Shelters in Migrants Village

Source: Sohu News 2008

Water resource is a long-term constraint in Inner Mongolia. It is more harmful 
for migrant settlements because rising population in host places lead to ascending 
water consumption for daily life, husbandry irrigation. Climbing water demands 
pose challenges for host governments to re-plan and and upgrade water resource 
management systems. 

4. concluSIon

The complexity of environmental migration in Inner Mongolia is well represented 
by the contradictions and fragmentations of impacts happening at both macro and 
micro levels. In this context, the effectiveness and impacts of environmental migra-
tion in Inner Mongolia should be examined and evaluated on general levels and 
specific cases. Generally speaking, progress has been made with respect to curbed 
land degradation, recovered vegetation and income growth. However, the impacts 
of migration on a particular village or a specific group are too varied to reach assured 
conclusions. Some migrants are better off after migration, for example former 
farmers who move to Darhan Minggan experience increased incomes due to cash 
crop cultivation. In contrast, some migrants living in the same village with the better-
off people are exposed to bitter life due to income drop. For instance, former herders 
who face difficulties to take care of caged cattle or take up farming. Restored eco-
systems as a result of environmental migration are stained by speculations or land 
grabs in ecologically fragile zones that should be left untouched by industrial devel-
opment. Environmental migration unites people of different backgrounds to share 
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the same land in migrant villages, but meanwhile indigenous traditions and ethnic 
cultures are endangered due to separated and shattered communities. 

The above dilemmas and contradictions involved in environmental migration are 
valuable references for the government at various levels and other stakeholders to 
reflect, adjust and reform the established strategies, polices and governance on envi-
ronmental migration. There is hope that while the 2013 Plan is still in its initial stage 
of implementation, the Chinese Central Government and various regional authori-
ties within Inner Mongolia  have a chance to reflect on those lessons and readjust 
policies to better support and manage environmental migration. ♦
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ElHAM ToRABIAn

Exploring social 
vulnerability and 
environmental migration 
in Urmia Lake of Iran: 
Comparative insights from 
the Aral Sea

E
nvironmental migration has attracted more attention over the 
recent years. This increasing interest emanates from the global 
crisis caused by ‘climate change and other human-induced environ-
mental changes’ (Sachs, 2014) and their impacts on the wellbeing of 
populations. As unfortunate as it may be, environmental disasters 
have been occurring with higher frequency and magnitude in recent 
years, e.g., Solomon Islands tsunami in 2013; Mozambique flooding 
in 2013; and the drastic depletion of the Aral Sea in 2010 (see World 

Disasters Report 2010, OCHA). According to OCHA-IDMC (2009)- (United Nations 
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) and the International 
Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC)- more than 20 million people have already 
been displaced within and outside national borders of countries struck by environ-
mental disasters; and an estimated 25 million to 1 billion people could be displaced 
within the next 40 years (International Organization for Migration, IOM, 2009). 

Environmental migration cannot only be induced by sudden onset disasters 
but is also caused by slow onset of environmental changes. In fact, the number of 
people displaced due to gradual changes in environment may actually be higher than 
those displaced due to sudden disasters. As explained in EM-DAT report (2009)_(see 
International Emergencies Disaster Database: http://www.emdat.be/index.html)_ 1.6 
billion people were displaced due to droughts compared to 718 million displaced as 
a result of sudden on-set of disasters from 1979 to 2008. The underlying reason for 
such escalated migration patterns is that gradual environmental change creates an 
increasingly difficult socio-economic context in which people either volunteer or are 
forced to migrate. That is, as populations’ livelihood and their economic and social 
wellbeing are gradually undermined by changes in their immediate environment, 
those who can afford may choose to migrate either temporarily or permanently. 

Whether and when families decide to migrate is directly correlated with the 
stages of the actual environmental change. At the early stages of environmental 
change families may choose to voluntarily leave in search of more suitable places. 
As the environmental change gradually develops so does its impact on the social 
wellbeing of populations who would eventually be forced to leave to more suitable 
places further away. The final episode of the environmental change, however, may 
have a negative correlation with families’ migration pattern as those who have been 
left behind may be entrapped and be unable to leave. 

Although there is much debate over drivers of migration and whether it has a 
voluntary or a forced nature, it is evident that environmental change can be counted 
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among pull or push factors for migration, as they have since ancient times. Some of 
the instances of gradual environmental change that may lead to migration include: 
desertification, rising sea levels, soil erosion, degradation of natural resources, 
and lack of access to safe drinking or irrigation water- many of which are human-
induced. This paper is an attempt to examine social impacts and patterns of envi-
ronmental migration caused by the gradual depletion of a certain natural resource: 
Lake Urmia in Iran. To this end, this article questions i) the social vulnerabilities that 
may arise from the depletion of Urmia Lake: This will allow an exploration of the 
types and intensity of socio-economic impacts in the lake’s region, drawing specifi-
cally on social vulnerabilities that have already occurred in the case of the Aral Sea; 
and ii) if and how the gradual disappearance of the Urmia Lake may lead to environ-
mental migration. This will allow understanding the possibility, patterns, and kinds 
of migration evoked at different stages of the Lake’s depletion.

This paper is divided into three main parts. In the first section, an analysis of the 
current situation, causes and challenges of the degradation of Urmia Lake will be 
outlined by drawing on relevant literature. This section will also include an analysis 
of the Aral Sea depletion and its social impacts. In the second section, social impacts 
of Urmia Lake depletion will be examined considering the basin countries’ contex-
tual and socio-economic specifications. The geographical coverage of this analysis 
will be limited to an immediate basin impact region (IBIR) of 100 Kilometers circle 
around Urmia Lake and a further basin impact region (FBIR) within a 500 Kilometers 
distance from the Lake including: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Turkey 
(See Map 1 below). This section will end by replying to the first research question and 
will highlight Urmia basin countries’ social vulnerabilities. Some of the data used 
to answer the first question are: Environmental Vulnerability Index (EVI), Human 
development Index (HDI), urban population density and annual growth rate as well 
as data on health and global governance Index. Before presenting final remarks and 
conclusion, the third section of the paper will explore the possibility of environ-
mental migration as well as its patterns and consequences for Iran and the region. 

Map 1. Immediate basin impact region (IBIR) and further basin impact region (FBIR) 

Originally created by Torabian, Elham(2014): The inner red circle is a region within 100 km range from the 

center of the Lake Urmia; the Outer red circle has a 500 km radius and includes all 6 countries of the Urmia 

Basin: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Turkey.
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1. ExPloRInG lAkE uRMIA AnD ITS DESIccATIon

To understand the social impacts of the receding Urmia Lake in Iran, it is worthwhile 
to scrutinize previous similar cases. In fact, as the ‘complex nexus’ of migration and 
social vulnerability in past cases unfolds it may serve as a model to understand the 
new case at hand. Indeed, the aim of such analysis will not be to generalize the trends 
and challenges of the past experience to those of the current case; such delineation 
will simply serve as a frame of reference to which contextual factors of the new 
case will be added in order to arrive at a context-specific understanding of migra-
tion and environmental change. Although there is a long list of depleting lakes and 
seas around the world, I have chosen to take after many studies that have compared 
Urmia Lake with the Aral Sea (Garousi et al. 2013; Charandabi, 2013; Pengra, 2012; 
Hassanzadeh, 2011; Micklin, 2007). The case of the Aral Sea will serve as a model for 
projecting the social vulnerabilities and migration patterns caused by the desiccation 
of the Urmia Lake. 

1.1. Introducing Lake Urmia: An analysis of its importance and current 
situation
Lake Urmia is an endorheic (closed or terminal basin with no outflow) and hyper-
saline (A landlocked body of water with significant concentration of salts more 
than 35 g/l) basin situated in the northwest Iran extending as long as 140 kilometres 
from north to south and as wide as 85 kilometres from east to west. Registered as a 
UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific, Cultural Organization) biosphere 
reserve and an internationally significant wetland in the1971 Ramsar Convention 
(Nazaridoust, 2011) the lake is the third largest hypersaline basin in the world and 
the first largest in the Middle East; accommodating more than 210 species of birds, 
reptiles, amphibians and mammals, a unique salt-water shrimp species called Artemia 
urumiana and a significant variety of salt tolerant plants (UNEP report, 2012). The 
basin’s surrounding villages and cities are home to 6.4 million people and an esti-
mated 76 million people live within a radius of 500 kilometers (Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations, FAO 2010). 

The surface area and water level of the lake have decreased significantly during 
the last four decades, with its depletion rate rapidly accelerating in recent years. 
According to Hassanzadeh et al. (2011) the estimated water level of the lake has 
decreased 7 meters from its highest level of 1,278 in 1995. Although the decline in 
water level does not seem impressive at first glance, it has had a significant impact on 
the surface area of the lake due to its original shallowness. That is, in 1995 the surface 
area of the lake was estimated at almost 6,100 KM2 remaining stable from 1969, which 
has now declined to almost one third, 2,366 KM2 in 2011. 

The decline in water and surface levels has in turn had two immediate impacts. 
One is the unprecedented salinity increase in the water, i.e., 300 g/L- more than 
8 times salt in any typical saline basin, which has proved fatal for the lake’s brine 
shrimp and has consequently led to a disruption in the lake’s food cycle. In addition, 
the dried surfaces of the lakebed has turned into a wide salty desert of more than 400 
square kilometers that not only threatens agriculture and natural vegetation growth 
around the lake but is also predicted to endanger cities and villages within close 
approximation to the lake due to high probability of future salt and sand storms 
(Hassanzadeh et al., 2011). Several environmental studies have predicted similar fatali-
ties associated with the lake’s biodiversity and population caused by the drying of 
the Aral lake drying (Micklin, 2007 and Pengra, 2012). The below satellite picture is 
adapted from the UNEP report 2012 showing the decrease of water surface and level 
from 1995 to 2011.
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Map 2. Adapted from ‘The drying of Iran’s Lake Urmia and its environmental 
consequences’

Source: UNEP 2012 Report

1.2. Trend and Causes of Urmia Lake’s depletion

Several direct and indirect human-induced factors are recognized as causes 
of the lake’s rapid drying in the last three decades. 
Among the indirect causes, climate change impacts such as drought and low precipi-
tation levels are considered as the two major contributing factors to the lake’s desic-
cation. The annual rainfall over the Lake has decreased by 40 per cent from its 
average 235 mm from 1967 to 2006 (Hassanzadeh et al., 2011), leading also to a decline 
in the level of groundwater in the area (Zarghami, 2011). The impacts of such indirect 
environmental factors on Urmia Lake have been quite significant. For instance, a 
comparison of the surface level of the Sevan Lake in Armenia and the Van Lake in 
Turkey, both of which are located less than 200 km away from Urmia Lake and reveals 
that despite similarities in their geographical situations, none of the two lakes have 
declined as has Urmia Lake (UNEP, 2012). The report highlights the fact that being the 
shallowest among the three, Urmia Lake has been more vulnerable to climate change 
issues such as low precipitation rates. The 4 degrees rise of temperature in the lake’s 
region also bears a negative impact on the Lake’s sustainability.

However, direct human-induced impacts have played a greater role in the rapid 
desiccation of the Lake. Based on a systematic literature review of 25 academic 
articles conducted by Garousi et al. (2012) common causes of the Lake’s decline are 
recognized to be: a) construction of dams; b) poor water management policies; and c) 
construction of a primitive-type causeway (An elevated road/railway over a wetland 
) dividing the lake into two north and south lakes with almost no connectivity. In 
addition, a rapid increase in population size and aggressive use of the lake’s water 
and nearby underground water reserves for irrigation purposes and diversion of 
in-flow rivers have worsened the situation (Golabian, 2010).

Construction of dams is one of the most contested policies of the central 
government in Iran with undeniable environmental impacts on the lake. Urmia is 
a terminal lake, therefore in addition to evaporation the only other explanation for 
the lake’s decreasing water level is a drastic reduction in incoming water. According 
to Mohebbi et al. (2007) almost 25% of the decline of Urmia Lake is in fact due to 
dam construction compared to 10% impact of low precipitation. In the last three 
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decades, a number of 48 dams have been constructed over the 13 rivers that flow into 
the Lake - mainly for irrigation purposes but also for electricity, household water 
and economic development of the region and its increasing population (ibid.). The 
amount of water kept behind the dams accounts for up to 13% of the Lake’s health 
capacity; this combined with low rates of rainfall can partially explain the current 
situation of the Lake (Alipour, 2006). In addition, availability of irrigation water accu-
mulated behind the dams has led to a change in farmers’ cultivation attitudes from 
subsistence to intensive agriculture (Ilhan et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, the increase in water consumption for irrigation and the rise in 
population have not only resulted in the rapid decrease of Lake’s surface water but 
also an aggressive use of underground waters. Local farmers interviewed in Ilhan et 
al.’s (2012) study have explained that only a decade ago they could reach underground 
water digging wells of 30 to 40 meters while currently they have difficulty accessing 
water even with 70 meters deep wells. Thus, construction of dams and diversion of 
water could be considered as the two important causes of reduced inflow into the 
lake leading to drastic decline of its surface and water level.

In addition, other unsustainable management practices threaten the future of the 
Lake. Intensive and industrial agriculture in the lake’s region and rapid urbanization 
have resulted in a high discharge of agro-chemical and residential sewage into the 
lake and thus are causing water contamination. Dividing the Lake into two dissimilar 
bodies of south and north bodies of water-, the causeway constructed across the Lake 
has ‘disturbed salinity levels, density and distribution of brine shrimp and the equal 
distribution of inflow waters’ (Mohebbi et al., 2007) thereby a further drying out of 
the lake. Some of the other direct human impacts on the lake include: increased sedi-
ment inflow through agricultural development and conversion or damage to natural 
pasturelands; increased fish-culturing activities that are not compatible with the 
lake’s water quality; and explosions from mine excavation.

1.3. Exploring similarities with the Aral Sea
The Aral Sea used to be the fourth largest landlocked saline and enderheic lake 
with an area of 68,000 square kilometers situated in the semi-arid and desert areas 
between Kazakhstan in the north and Uzbekistan in the south. This entails a similar 
situation to that of Urmia Lake where the main contributing factors of depletion of 
the water resource are limited to evaporation and diversion of rivers. 

In addition to Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, the basin area of Aral Sea is shared 
among five more countries including Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan, 
Afghanistan and Iran. The basin encompasses a total area of 1,549,000 km2. Seven 
countries share the inflow water of the Aral Sea Basin, as shown in the pie chart 
below:

Figure 1. Diagnostic report on water resources in Central Asia
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Figure 1 : Diagnostic report on water resources in Central Asia

Based on SPECA project 2002: 73. 

Similar to Urmia Lake, climate change and decreasing annual precipitation rates 
have borne negative impact on the Aral Sea. However, the depletion of the Sea is 
more  a result of human interventions to divert rivers. According to UNEP (2005), 
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annual precipitation levels range between 2000-1500 mm in eastern parts of the Sea 
and 200-80 mm in its western parts. The two main rivers that fed into the Sea; Amu 
Darya and Syr Darya were diverted during 1950s as part of ‘Stalin’s expansive irriga-
tion plans’ (Grigoryev, 1952). The goal was to cultivate the ‘white gold’ or cotton as a 
result of which Uzbekistan remains the world’s largest cotton provider today (USDA- 
Foreign Service, 2008). Child labor in Uzbekistan in these very same cotton fields has 
been a human rights concern in recent years- See Human Rights Watch report in: 
http://www.hrw.org/news/2013/01/25/uzbekistan-forced-labor-widespread-cotton-
harvest). Due to an increase in population size surrounding the Aral Sea region (14.1 
million in 1960 to 47 million in 2008), the irrigation area has also increased to 8.5 
million hectares which has meant a drastic reduction of water volume in the Aral Sea 
from 1,093 km2 in 1960 to 0.27 km2 in 1984 (Aralgenefund, 2012; Viktor, 2011). 

These human-induced changes have significantly affected the Aral Sea. In 1987, 
the Sea was divided into two parts: the Large or Southern Aral Sea and the (Northern) 
Small Aral Sea; by 2009 the Southern Sea disappeared and the North Sea had a 
maximum depth of 42 meters. The drying of the Aral Sea has caused more extreme 
air temperatures, i.e., hotter summers and colder winters (Aralgenefund, 2012). 
Following the separation of the lake from 1986 to 2000 the precipitation of the Small 
Aral Sea has reached almost zero (CAWATER, 2012). However, a 2014 NASA report 
indicates that changes in the rainfall patterns have been misleading since ‘lake-effect 
precipitation downwind of the Aral Sea has decreased, but precipitation over the sea 
itself has increased’ (see http://www.jpl.nasa.gov/news/news.php?release=2014-050). 
The amount of the dry seabed has risen from 4.5 million hectares in 1960 to 8.7 
million hectares in 2010 (Viktor, 2011). 

In addition, the sea used to support a major fishery and functioned as a key regional 
transportation route. The extensive deltas of the two major inflowing rivers sustained 
diverse flora and fauna. They also supported irrigated agriculture, animal farming, 
hunting and trapping, fishing. It also allowed harvesting of reeds which served as 
fodder for livestock as well as building materials. Decrease of the Aral Sea water 
level has meant a major loss of fish resources (20 fish species in 1960, reduced from 
11 fish species in 1970 to just 1 species in 1990) and local climate change impacts such a 
flooding in winter, initiation of salt and sand storms, desertification and loss of flora 
and fauna (Micklin, 2014; Dukhovny & Shuetter, 2011; Alikhanov, 2011; Micklin, 2007; 
Forkutsa, 2006). Of’ course, the Aral Sea will not desiccate completely but both the 
Small and Large Sea may survive only to become too hypersaline to yield any economic 
or ecological value except for production of Artemia brine shrimp eggs; although the 
future survival of the Large Sea is both debatable and problematic (Mickline, 2014).

As it can be observed, both basins of the Aral Sea and Urmia Lake share similar 
desiccation causes and trends, particularly when it comes to the human-induced 
changes. Such resemblances has persuaded many environmentalists to believe that 
Lake Urmia and its surrounding population will soon be exposed to similar chal-
lenges that Aral Sea basin population have previously experienced (Boms and Arya 
2012, Pengra 2012, Micklin 2007). 

In the following section I will highlight the social impacts caused by desiccation 
of Lake Urmia. First, the Aral Sea impacts on the social wellbeing of surrounding 
populations will be examined. In order to differentiate the Urmia Lake and Aral Sea 
impacts I will then draw on the Environmental Vulnerability Index (EVI) of countries 
in the two basins. This will facilitate a comparison of vulnerability in the two basin 
areas and the intensity of the social impacts in countries of Urmia basin. The average 
EVI and other socio-economic and development indicators such as HDI, poverty 
rates, population growth rate, urbanization, unemployment and health issues will be 
used to better demonstrate the social vulnerability of Urmia Basin desiccation which 
will eventually lead to the entrapment, voluntary or forced migration of the basin’s 
population.
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Table 1. Comparative data on Urmia Lake and the Aral Sea

Urmia Lake The Aral Sea

Geographical position Iran,
Middle-East, Landlocked

Uzbekistan – Kazakhstan,
Central Asia, Landlocked

Coordinates 37o.42 N, 45o.19 E 45o N, 60o E

Surface Area ( km2) 3,500 (2013) Small Aral: 3300 (in 2008); Large Aral: 
27,750 (used total 68,000 in total)

Average depth (m) 16 10 (10%: 42) 2008

Water Volume (km3) -74 % Small Aral: 22km3/Large Aral: 70 km3

Lake level (m) 1273 m above sea level Small Aral: 40.8 drop; Large Aral:40.1

Type of lake Enderheic Enderheic

Primary inflows 13
Aji Chay, Alamlou River, Barandouz 
River, Gadar River, Ghaie River, 
Leylan River, Mahabad River, Nazlou 
River, Rozeh River, Shahar River, 
Simineh River, Zarrineh River, Zola 
River

2
Syr Darya (North)
Groundwater only (South)
(previously Amu Darya)

Basin countries (6) Armenia, Azerbaijan, Iraq, Iran, 
Syria, Turkey

(7) Afghanistan, Iran, Kazakhstan, 
Kirghizstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, 
Uzbekistan

Causes and depletion Climate change
Dam construction 
Increased sediment flow
Low precipitation
Unsustainable water management of 
irrigation
river diversion
Lack of political and legal frameworks
Population increase

Climate change
Irrigation
Increased sediment flow
Low precipitation
Unsustainable water management
River diversion
Decreased ice resources
Lack of political and legal consensus
Population increase

Salinity (g/l) 300g/l , Hypersaline 270 g/l , Hypersaline

Created by Torabian, Elham (2014)

2. PRojEcTInG THE SocIAl IMPAcTS oF uRMIA lAkE 
DEPlETIon BASED on THE ARAl SEA ExPERIEncE

2.1. Health, water and food security
The social impacts caused by the Aral Sea desiccation are multiple. The primary issue 
has been health. According to Micklin (2014) the population around the Sea suffers 
from several acute health problems caused by depletion or contamination of the Sea. 
There had been incidences of water borne massive outbreaks such as typhoid fever, 
hepatitis A and diarrheal diseases (MSF (2001) Aral Sea Program, Medecins Sans Fron-
tieres. http://www.msf.org/aralsea). Some of the direct health issues include Tuber-
culosis and respiratory diseases (Small et al., 2001). Furthermore, digestive afflictions 
and cancers, malnutrition and anaemia have increased drastically (Ferriman, 2000; 
Ataniyazova, 2001). These health issues are generally as a result of the Aral basin’s 
population exposure to a) toxins and minerals in salt and dust storm, b) as they have 
used the contaminated water of the Sea; c) the discharged water from agricultural 
fields with high level of pesticides. Furthermore, the decline in water levels has 
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caused poor health for the household’s whose main food used to be fish or other 
agricultural/animal products. The already vulnerable populations with low access 
to health services, proper nutrition, hygiene and safe water have been struck more 
severely with health diseases and outbreaks. 

In addition, the salt and sand storms have had a further negative impact on 
the food security of the Aral region by damaging animal and plant lives. Similarly, 
equal access to safe water and water for irrigation, as well as power generation has 
declined due to population growth, upstream countries’ higher use of water than 
agreed and inefficient water management and lack of legal frameworks to regulate 
water management especially among the basin countries. For instance, in 2000, 
when overall water supply dramatically decreased, it is reported that the water abun-
dance (the ratio of total water withdrawal to the total required amount of water) 
was 90% in the upstream region of Tajikistan but only 40% and 45% in the down-
stream regions – of Dashauz in Turkmenistan and Karakalpakstan in Uzbekistan, 
respectively (Dukhovny and Schutter 2011:277). Consequently, water shortage has also 
turned into a major social and health crisis (Whish-Wilson, 2002).

Unfortunately, similar social impacts have already started in the Urmia Lake 
immediate basin region. With more than half of the Lake already desiccated , the 
salt from the lake beds have been disposed and locals have reportedly witnessed salt 
storms that will potentially cause health and agricultural concerns (Garousi et al., 
2013).The impact of Urmia Lake salt storms are significant. “It has been estimated 
that 6 to 8 cities will be totally destroyed, covered by layers and layers of salt. That’s 
4- 14 million people that have to be displaced to avoid the storm of salt within that 
region” (The World Radio News Magazine, Sept. 11, 2011 quoted in Garousi et al (2013). 
Without immediate and sustainable solutions, aggressive sand and salt storms will 
undermine the health and social wellbeing of the population living in immediate 
proximity to the Lake. Unfortunately, it is predicted that the Lake will dry out in 2035 
with an ecological level unsuitable for economic or ecological benefits. ‘If discharge 
of all rivers to the lake equals to zero (as happened in summer 2010), the precipita-
tion on the lake will not be enough and the lake will be dried thoroughly in 6–9 years. 
Therefore, similar to Aral, health concerns and food security and access to safe water 
could affect the Urmia Lake population within 6-20 years from now’ (Abbaspour et 
al., 2012:266). Extreme harsh symptoms as such have been observed in the already 
depleted Hamoon Lake area in Southeast of Iran;  in fact, a diagonal line could be 
drawn from Hamoon Lake to Urmia Lake to designate a ‘security hot zone’ in the 
Middle East within the next decade or so.

To better understand the significance of Urmia Lake desiccation, further comple-
mentary data is required. Unfortunately, there are no aggregated statistics on diseases, 
water access, malnutrition and child stunting for the main cities affected by Urmia 
desiccation Table 2 below is an attempt to summarize relevant data on Urmia basin 
countries based on World Health Organization Report 2013. 

However, the 2013 WHO statistics may prove helpful here.  As shown in Table 3 
below all six countries of Urmia basin suffer from a high prevalence of tuberculosis- 
Turkey has the most cases reported (15,054) and Armenia has the least- with only 1,261 
cases reported. Between 5 to 20% of the population in the basin countries remains 
without access to safe water, except for the cases of Armenia and Turkey where less 
than 2% of the population remain without access to safe water. The percentage of 
population without access to improved sanitation remains high and between 9-18% 
in all Urmia basin countries; except in the case of Iran which ranks the lowest (2%). 
Child stunting in rural areas of all basin countries is higher than urban areas and 
could be reinforced with further depletion of Urmia. 
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Table 2. Urmia Basin countries’ population growth and health situation

% of population 
without access to 
improved drinking 
water resources

% of population 
without access 
to improved 
sanitation

Most prevalent 
diseases

Child stunting 
in rural and 
urban areas 
respectively

% Annual growth 
rate of population

% of population 
living in urban 
areas

Armenia 2 10 TB 22-17 0.1 64

Azerbaijan 20 18 TB 30-20 1.3 54

Iran 5 2 TB, Cholera, 
Malaria

- 1.2 69

Iraq 15 16 TB, Pertussis, 
Mumps

31-25 2.9 66

Syria 10 - TB 29-28 2.3 56

Turkey 2 9 TB, Mumps, 
Rubella

- 1.3 72

Based on WHO Report 2013

Table 3. Summary of disease cases reported in Urmia basin countries in 2013 (WHO)

TB Mumps Malaria Pertussis Others Measles

Armenia 1261 15 - - - -

Azerbaijan 6527 101 - - - -

Iran 10,980 - 3,239 650 Diphtheria 132 73

Iraq 8837 1,944 - 2,019 Total Tetanus 39 15

Syria 3395 95 - 90 - 13

Turkey 15,054 1,609 128 - Total tetanus 24/ 
Rubella 1734

111

Total region 46,054 3,764 3,367 2,759 1,929 212

Note: As observed, TB has the highest frequency and occurrence in all Urmia Lake countries.

Putting together current lack of safe water for drinking, sanitation and irrigation, 
and the increasing probability of sand and salt storms, it is only logical to conclude 
that further degradation of Urmia Lake could result in a TB epidemic starting from 
urban areas that accommodate higher population densities (as shown in map 3 below 
adapted from SEDAC 2011) as well as and increased child stunting and malnutrition 
in rural areas. At this stage of Urmia Lake depletion, the inhaled toxins and minerals 
from salt storms are already believed to have led to throat and lung cancer, infant 
mortality, decreasing life expectancy and increasing child defects in Iran and the 
adjacent regions (Zarrineh & Azari, 2013).
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Map 3. Population density change in basin countries (2000-2015) 

  2000     2015
Adapted from Socio-Economic Data and Applications Center (SEDAC, 2011)

3. unEMPloYMEnT

Environmental degradation decreases economic development and productivity. This 
is specifically true in developing countries where more than half of the population 
directly rely on –in part or whole- the environment through agriculture, animal 
farming, hunting, fishing, forestry and foraging (Todaro & Smith, 2012). The impacts 
of environmental degradation could become significantly severe with population 
growth and their increased pressure on natural resources especially in rural places 
(Maureen et al., 1994). Loss of environmental capital then could translate into a 
vicious circle of unemployment, poverty, a decrease in food security and eventually 
lead to local/regional conflicts. 

The Aral Sea desiccation has indeed increased unemployment. According to a 
FAO (2007) report, the fishing industry, shipping and all related activities as well as 
paper industry have drastically decreased. Likewise, jobs in the agriculture section 
and animal farming have also decreased (See Oblast, 2002 at: http://nailaokda.8m.
com/aral.html). The total unemployed population amounts to 19.5-17.2% and is 
growing particularly in small towns, settlements and rural areas especially among 
the youth (See Myagkov, 2006 at: http://www.sidym2006.com/imagenes/pdf/presen-
taciones/9_s2.pdf). Women are affected by unemployment issues, in specific, as their 
gendered roles increases their exposure to social vulnerabilities (Cutter et al. 2009). 
The desiccation of Aral Sea has indeed deprived the basin population from their 
functioning, capabilities and as such has caused violation of basic human rights. 

Unfortunately, similar impacts on the economic wellbeing of the population 
living close to Urmia Lake can be observed. According to Zarrineh & Azari (2013) 
fishing industry and shipping has drastically decreased. Mud bathing which used 
to attract health tourists has declined due to severe environmental conditions and 
droughts. As Jafarli (2013) explains 34% of factories related to agricultural industry 
have closed down leading to the displacement of three million people (For further 
information refer to: http://en.apa.az/xeber_drying_of_lake_urmia_leads_to_unem-
ployme_196025.html).

Further depletion of the Lake will also inevitably increase the existing high 
unemployment rates already prevalent in its basin countries, see Figure 2 and Table 
4 below.
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Figure 2. Unemployment rate and percentage in basin countries
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Considering the high unemployment rates and the urban population density and 
growth, shown in Figure 3 below, it is again only logical to deduct that desiccation 
of the Lake would only worsen the situation if no immediate response mechanism 
is foreseen. Subsequently, further unemployment in Urmia basin countries will bear 
significant impacts on the security and sustainable development of the region. 

Figure 3. Urban population & growth in basin countries

Armenia
Azerbaijan

Iraq
Iran

Syria
Turkey

0 % 1 % 2 % 3 % 4 % 5 %

(UPG) Urban Population Annual Growth 2011
Armenia

Azerbaijan
Iraq
Iran

Syria
Turkey

(UP) Urban Population 2011

0 % 10 % 20 % 30 % 40 % 50 % 60 % 70 % 80 %

Source: The World Bank 2011.

3.1. Further reflections on Urmia desiccation social impacts:
At a glance, the social impacts of Urmia Lake depletion resemble those of the Aral Sea 
desiccation. However, a case-specific analysis of the social vulnerabilities in Urmia 
basin countries calls for further scrutiny of relevant data and statistics. 

Figure 4. Environmental Vulnerability Index:
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One such significant data is the Environmental Vulnerability Index. In the 
event of a total depletion of Urmia Lake, the basin countries with higher environ-
mental vulnerability will be more severely affected, facing challenges in health, 
water and food security, economic and social issues. In the EVI estimates for each 
country, three aspects of environmental, economic and social vulnerabilities are 
incorporated (for further information see: http://www.sopac.org/index.php/
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environmental-vulnerability-index. As observed in Figure 4, Azerbaijan, Turkey and 
Syria are more vulnerable compared to Iran and Armenia. However, the average EVI 
of Urmia Lake basin countries is significantly higher than the average EVI of Aral Sea 
basin countries (Figure 5). This entails that Urmia basin countries are more vulner-
able to environmental degradations which may translate into higher economic and 
social vulnerabilities.

Figure 5. A comparison of Aral Sea and Urmia Lake Average EVI 
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Of course, the significance of the Lake’s desiccation impact depends on each 
of the basin countries’ population density and other factors such as their human 
development Index and poverty rates. According to UNDP 2013 report, the HDI of 
Iran is the lowest among the basin countries (76) and the highest is that of Iraq (131) 
followed by Syria (116)- note that these data may have drastically changed due to the 
recent unrest in the two countries. Nonetheless, basin countries with lower HDI like 
Iran and Azerbaijan (82) and Armenia (87) will be affected more severely than others 
with higher HDI like Turkey (90). Similarly, higher poverty rates would translate 
into more significant impacts on the wellbeing of populations living in Urmia basin, 
higher security and health risks, as well as further violation of human rights. Based 
on the UNDP 2014 human development report (Human Development Report 2014, 
Sustaining human progress: reducing vulnerabilities and building resilience), 35.8% 
of the Armenian population live under the national poverty line, while in Azerbaijan 
6% and in Iraq 22.9% live under poverty. Therefore Armenian poor population- and 
the poorest of the poor- may be affected more significantly compared to those living 
in Azerbaijan. Iran may be among the most affected countries as it has a higher share 
of immediate and further basin lands and as it has the highest rate of poverty -more 
than 50% among the basin countries. (FIDH, 2013; Iran: Rising poverty and declining 
labor rights (FIDH,2013: http://www.fidh.org/IMG/pdf/iran_report_en.pdf). Further-
more, the rapid increase of the population in the region will only magnify the impacts 
of Urmia depletion. According to SEDAC (2010) future population estimates in 2015, 
Urmia IBIR population will be 6.4 million and FBIR population will be more than 
76 million, (see: SEDAC (2010), Gridded Population of the World: Future Estimates. 
Socioeconomic Data and Applications Center (SEDAC); collaboration with CIESIN, 
UN-FAO, CIAT: http://sedac.ciesin.columbia.edu/gpw.) 

To respond to the first research question on social vulnerabilities caused by Urmia 
depletion therefore, it is evident that these are: decreased access to safe water and 
food, increased probability of health outbreaks, epidemics, malnutrition, and further 
child stunting. These negative impacts can be amplified among poor households- 
especially poorest of the poor – who strive to survive the environmental impacts 
of the Lake’s degradation. In a similar vein, increasing unemployment rates, loss of 
live stock and farm land will intensify poverty traps leading to further decline in the 
household’s wellbeing and the violation of their basic human rights. Considering 
the high EVI and the diversity of ethnic and religious minorities in the basin coun-
tries, the households living in an immediate distance from the Lake will experience 
severe social vulnerabilities (Cutter et al., 2009). However, as shown in Table 5 below, 
public service corruption perception index 2013 (see http://www.transparency.org/
cpi2013/results ) in Urmia basin countries is slightly lower compared to the Aral Sea 
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basin countries and this could mean that Urmia Lake countries may be better able to 
address and mitigate social impacts. 

Table 5. Global Corruption Perception Index (2013)

Urmia Lake Basin Countries The Aral Sea Basin Countries

Country Rank Score Country Rank Score

Armenia 94/177 36 Afghanistan 175/177 8

Azerbaijan 127/177 28 Iran 144/177 25

Iran 144/177 25 Kazakhstan 140/177 26

Iraq 171/177 16 Kyrgyzstan 150/177 24

Syria 168/177 18 Tajikistan 154/177 22

Turkey 53/177 50 Turkmenistan 168/177 17

Uzbekistan 168/177 17

The above Table is based on the 2013 corruption perception index that included 
177 countries and territories ranking them based on how corrupt their public sector is 
perceived to be. ‘A country or territory’s score indicates the perceived level of public 
sector corruption on a scale of 0 - 100, where 0 means that a country is perceived 
as highly corrupt and 100 means it is perceived as very clean’ (2014, transparency 
international webpage). A country’s rank indicates its position relative to the other 
countries and territories included in the index- (for further information refer to: 
http://www.transparency.org/cpi2013/results). As it is observed, although slightly 
lower, bad governance and perceived corruption remain high and an issue in Urmia 
basin countries.

4. ExPloRInG THE PoSSIBIlITY AnD TREnDS oF 
EnVIRonMEnTAl MIGRATIon 

Whether the increasing level of socio-economic vulnerabilities in Urmia basin coun-
tries would lead to migration cannot be easily deducted from the above data. Migra-
tion patterns are usually complex and take place in rural-urban, urban-rural, urban-
urban, and rural-rural patterns (IOM, 2009). 

The primary causes for migration are multiple and may include a mix of reasons 
including wage differences, age, education, distance and costs of displacement, 
socio-cultural ties, disease, occurrence of environmental changes, prior migration of 
a family member, etc. (Todaro & Smith, 2012). These are among the push/pull factors 
that could lead the affected population to either migrate or stay. What is obvious, 
however, is that there is a positive correlation between environmental change and 
migration. For instance in the case of the Aral Sea, up to 90% of migration has been 
outbound from the area since 1989; with almost a quarter of a million of migrants 
displaced due to the quality of environment (Aman, 1999). 

Generally and at the early stages of droughts, desertification, salt and sand 
storms, households may choose to stay due to different reasons including their age, 
health state and disability, (emotional) attachment to their lands, or simply due to 
their financial incapability to relocate or simply due to not having relatives in safer 
areas who could accommodate them in their early stages of resettlement. In later 
stages of environmental degradation, some choose to send one family member who 
can ensure the economic livelihood of the household by sending back remittances. 
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Further escalation of environmental degradation may eventually force all who 
can afford to, men and women alike, to migrate (Henry et al., 2004). However, the 
most vulnerable including women, elderly, sick, orphans, the poorest of the poor 
and domestic animals may be trapped and exposed to the harshest environmental, 
health, and socio-economic challenges. 

Environmental migration patterns from Urmia basin could be explained in light 
of the migrant categories proposed by IOM-UNFPA (For further information: 2008: 
http:// publications.iom.int/bookstore/free/IDM_10_EN.pdf). The three categories 
of migrants include, a) environmentally motivated migrants who ‘pre-empt the 
worst’ and leave before the environmental degradation; b) environmentally forced 
migrants whose attempt is to ‘avoid the worst’; and c) environmental refugees who 
are ‘fleeing the worst’ and may be displaced temporarily or permanently. 

Accordingly, the first group includes economic migrants who have anticipated 
the worst and have chosen choose to migrate either temporarily or permanently. As 
Nodoushan (2012) indicate the Iranian provinces within immediate distance from the 
Lake are already showing a high level of unemployment and migration (for further 
information refer to: epc2014.princton.edu/papers/141050). For instance the two imme-
diately adjacent provinces of East and West Azerbaijan in Iran show a 9.6 and 8.9 percent 
unemployment and a 4 and 0.9 outward migration pattern, respectively. Of course, 
environmental degradation of Urmia may not account as the unique cause of unem-
ployment and migration, as Iran- like many other developing countries- suffers from 
rapid urbanization and urban bias. According to Todaro & Smith (2012: 315) the notion 
of urban bias entails that ‘most governments in developing countries favor the urban 
sector in their development policies’ which will lead to economic gaps between rural 
and urban spaces, increasing unemployment and migration from rural to urban areas.

The second category of migrants includes those who would leave permanently 
as their livelihood is reduced and as they try to avoid the worst. Recent drought 
and unpleasant environmental conditions in Urmia region has led to a substantial 
decrease in the number of tourists who used to benefit from the national park and 
medicinal mud bathing in the Lake (Zarrineh & Azari Najaf Abad, 2014). This tangible 
decrease in the economic services of the Lake has resulted in migration. Many of the 
households who directly relied on the Lake for their income, for instance fishers, 
tourist shops and boat rentals have already left their old business and have either 
shifted to agriculture or farming - in case they owned lands in the surrounding region 
- or have moved to adjacent cities and other professions. In addition, although the 
basin is an important agricultural region, farmers are increasingly finding it difficult 
to find water in wells with 70 meters depth (Ilhan et al. 2012) and are thus inevitably 
among this second category of environmentally forced migrants. Likewise, house-
holds whose health and basic sanitation needs are undermined due to lack of access 
to water and inhalation of toxics, specifically in rural areas, may migrate to urban 
areas in bigger numbers. 

These environmentally motivated or forced migrants will have negative 
encroaching impacts on urban infrastructures. As it was observed above, urban areas 
of Urmia basin countries are already enduring a high population density. Arrival of 
environmental migrants could lead to expansion or creation of city slums putting 
further pressure on the urban infrastructure which are not necessarily capable of 
accommodating the needs and requirements of these migrants. Already suffering 
from economic and psychological impacts of Urmia degradation, migrants may then 
be forced to live the vicious circle of poverty, causing further damage to the envi-
ronment; experiencing higher rates of unemployment, lack of access to safe water, 
food, health and education (Todaro & Smith, 2012). Urban population and density in 
the Urmia Lake basin countries is already increasing rapidly which denotes fewer 
socio-economic opportunities for environmental migrants, and an increase in their 
social vulnerabilities. 
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The last category of Urmia Lake migrants are environmental refugees who 
will flee for their lives rather than their livelihood. These migrants may escape 
the harshest environmental conditions leaving their residences either temporarily 
or permanently and will migrate either internally or outside national borders. 
Although their migration pattern cannot be conclusively determined, evidence 
from previous gradually degrading resources show that a large share of migration 
will be initially internal (IOM-UNFPA, 2008). Such internal migration patterns could 
be repeated in the case of Urmia Lake due to the fact that the two main ethnic 
minorities of the Lake area, i.e., Turks and Kurds may choose to migrate to nearest 
safe areas where they have linguistic, cultural and family ties (pull factors). In the 
second phase of their migration, similar pull factors could encourage the refugees 
to cross the Iranian borders to join families and friends in neighboring countries. 
For instance, Armenians living in Urmia area may choose to move to Armenia, Turks 
may migrate to Azerbaijan and Turkey and Kurds may travel to the Kurdish areas in 
Iraq or Turkey. However, simple linguistic and cultural affiliations cannot afford to 
explain migration patterns. Based on Crane’s et al. report (2008), Turk minorities in 
Iran have a tendency to separate themselves from Turks in Turkey and Azerbaijan 
and prefer to remain Iranian Turks which makes it difficult to project their migra-
tion patterns.

The second question raised in this study meant to explore environmental migra-
tion trends caused by Urmia desiccation. As discussed environmental migration has 
already started in the lake’s immediate area and it could increase as the Lake’s degra-
dation intensifies. Households may choose their destinations based on a myriad of 
“push” and “pull” factors including socio-economic, cultural and political factors. 
Migrating to farther distances (out of the 500 radius of the Lake) is also possible as 
people flee the worst. A map of international migration trends of the Kurds shows 
that they have previously migrated to neighboring countries in the region and to 
Europe due to different socio-economic and political reasons (for further informa-
tion refer to: http://comeniusonexile.blogspot.fr/2010/06/blog-post.html (2010). 
This pattern could intensify as Urmia Lake gradually dries out. The regions affected 
by Urmia environmental migrants may be as distant as East and West Europe and 
Russia. Understanding the pattern of internal and external migration of environ-
mental refugees requires further research and preparation of rehabilitation plans 
otherwise refugees will be the victims of conflicts, racial and ethnic discrimination 
and different forms of violations of human rights consequently undermining the 
security of the whole FBIR region.

5. concluSIon 

The increasing depletion of the Urmia Lake would lead to increased social vulner-
ability in both its IBIR and FBIR areas. Main concerns include lack of access to safe 
water and food, health and education which are obvious violation of human rights 
(Universal Declaration of Human rights, articles 25 & 26). Additionally the desicca-
tion of Urmia is feared to lead to a drastic rise in poverty and unemployment rates; 
loss of human, social and cultural capital leading to conflicts and insecurity. Social 
vulnerabilities of households in Urmia basin countries would of course be mediated 
by several factors including their level of income, education, health, age and other 
socio-economic factors. For a majority of households, ’temporary or permanent 
internal or cross-border migration may be viewed as an effective means of compen-
sating for declining earning capacity, food and water security due to environmental 
change’ (IOM-UNFPA, 2008:46). 

Considering the above, the situation calls for an immediate and concerted 
effort of all countries of the basin as well as the international community. As it was 
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discussed, Urmia basin countries have high environmental vulnerability, medium/
high rate of unemployment, high urban population density, and are prone to health 
outbreaks. A sustainable management scheme and an adaptive environmental 
governance of the Lake may reduce or mitigate environmental impacts and social 
vulnerabilities caused by Lake’s desiccation. To this end, Urmia basin countries may 
choose to plan and implement some/ all of the following strategies: 
 – Establishing bi/Multilateral cooperation task force committees to stabilize the 

degrading environment and rehabilitate the Lake’s surrounding region; 
 – Adopting inter-state and regional agreements to address legal responsibilities, 

cost & benefit sharing (economic services), maintenance, rehabilitation, and 
water governance and planning;

 – Drafting joint rehabilitation and resettlement plans in order to mitigate the 
impacts of environmental migration, health epidemics and security;

 – Building/increasing legal and institutional capacities at national and regional 
level to increase efficiency and effectiveness of multilateral basin management;

 – Developing local legal frameworks to prohibit use of underground water within 
immediate radius of the Lake;

 – Adopting a joint system of monitoring and annual progress reporting in order to 
increase transparency and accountability among basin countries;

 – Establishing environmental agreements to protect the Lake’s environment;
 – Adopting mechanisms for cooperation with relevant international organizations 

and taking advantage of foreign aids and expertise.
 – Building capacity and training of the local communities on environmental 

governance and emergency evacuation plans;
As it was discussed in this article, Urmia desiccation has negative impacts on 

populations living within 500 KM2 of the actual geographical location of the Lake, 
if not farther. Thus, the fact that Urmia Lake is located within the national borders 
of Iran does not mean that Iran is the only country concerned. This could mean 
that the Iranian government can play the primary role in addressing the situation by 
taking the initiative to inform the basin countries on the gravity of the situation and 
by engineering mutual co-operations and legal agreements. It is evident that at this 
stage of the Lake’s depletion, it is within geo-political and socio-economic interest of 
all basin countries to address environmental degradation of Urmia, and immediately 
too. These efforts may eventually reduce the intensity of current and future environ-
mental and social impacts of Lake’s desiccation. One remaining concern, however, 
is compensating for the ‘soft’ violation of human rights in the surrounding areas of 
the Lake as during the past three decades many households have lived through the 
gradual impacts of Urmia depletion. ♦
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REIDun GjERSTAD

Angola’s Migration of 
Thirst: The 2013 Drought 

A
t the end of 2012 and the beginning of 2013 the worst drought1 
in 30 years hit large parts of Angola after years of low rainfall 
(ACAPS, 2013). The drought had devastating impacts on the 
population, causing food insecurity, and leaving many people 
malnourished and without a sustainable livestock (Euro-
pean Commission, 2013). The drought began in 2011 as rainfall 
dropped below average and gradually moved towards the south 
of the country, especially affecting the provinces Cunene and 

Namibe (UNICEF, 2013). From 2011-2012, rainfall was estimated to be 60% below the 
normal and this decreasing trend continued in 2013 where parts of the country 
received almost no rainfall at all leaving these provinces in a state of a compre-
hensive drought (European Commission, 2013). Overall, this disaster attracted little 
attention from the media although it has resulted in complex migration patterns 
within Angola and to its neighboring countries, especially Namibia (ACAPS, 2013; 
BBC, 2013; Tran, 2013).

Environmental disasters are not uncommon in Angola. Due to its geographical 
location, the country is vulnerable to cyclic natural disasters, especially drought 
and floods, which weakens the possibilities for sustainable livelihoods (IOM, 2013). 
It fosters diseases, causes injuries and deaths (NRC, 2008) and the destruction of 
economic assets lead to food insecurity which is triggering internal migration2 (IOM, 
2013) or forced migration3 across borders, as people cannot carry out a sustainable 
lifestyle in the areas affected by the crisis. The International Organization for Migra-
tion (IOM) estimates that in 2011 alone, there were 227,000 Internally Displaced 
Persons4 (IDPs) in Angola due to extreme natural events, thus making it the first-
ranking African country in terms of displacement of its population produced by 
natural disasters, and the twelfth country globally (IOM, 2013). 

1. A prolonged period of abnormally low rainfall, leading to a shortage of water (Oxford dictionary, 2012). 

2. Internal Migration refers to ”a movement of people from one area of a country to another for the purpose or with 
the effect of establishing a new residence. This migration may be temporary or permanent. Internal migrants move 
but remain within their country of origin (e.g. rural to urban migration) (IOM, 2004).

3. Forced migration is “a general term used to describe a migratory movement in which an element of coercion 
exists, including threats to life and livelihood, whether arising from natural or man-made causes (e.g. movements of 
refugees and internally displaced persons as well as people displaced by natural or environmental disasters, chemi-
cal or nuclear disasters, famine, or development)” (IOM, 2004). 

4.  Internally displaced persons (IDPs) are “persons or groups of persons who have been forced IDPs 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 generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-made disasters, 
and who have not crossed an internationally recognized State border” (IOM, 2004). 
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When looking at the State’s rapid economic growth, being one of Africans fastest 
growing economies with large petrol and mineral reserves, the country could have 
the resources necessary to promote and ensure a sustainable migration framework 
dealing with the people displaced by environmental hazards, and enforce the envi-
ronmental policies in place. However, Angola is a post-conflict state that is still fragile 
and prone to conflict, with poor infrastructure and high levels of poverty affecting 
the majority of the population (BBC, 2013; Tran, 2013). According to the latest UNDP 
Human Development Index, Angola is ranked as the 148th out of 187 countries, placing 
it within the low human development category (OCHA, 2014). Migration within 
Angola is therefore often linked not solely to environmental causes, but also to other 
social, political and economic factors, sometimes a combination of all these features 
(IDMC, 2013) making it difficult to map the migration patterns within the country 
and sufficiently address the issue. 

This paper aims to investigate the 2013 drought that hit Angola and its impact on 
the population in terms of migration. Firstly, it addresses how the drought and the 
following floods have affected the local political, economic and social circumstances. 
Secondly, it analyzes the current policy responses that have been implemented in 
order to deal with the cause of environmental migration. Thirdly, recommendations 
to the existing policy challenges will be suggested as to how the country can improve 
its framework in regards to environmental policies and migration in terms of stricter 
environmental policies, inter-sectorial cooperation on environmental issues and 
improved resettlement5 solutions to ensure the safety of vulnerable groups6. 

1. AnGolA AnD THE 2013 DRouGHT PolITIcAl,  
EconoMIc AnD SocIAl IMPAcTS 

Since 2000, Southern Africa has been affected by approximately 50 emergencies that 
required international assistance (UNOCHA, 2013), many of which have been linked to 
the difficult climate of the area. Southern Africa is indeed very prone to environmental 
crises, especially drought and floods, as numerous of Africa’s driest countries are located 
here, including Angola (IFAD, 2011). The governments in question have often been criti-
cized for doing relatively little in order to prevent these oncoming disasters and the 
devastating results of natural hazards. According to Enrique Paz, The United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) head of child survival and development in Angola, as quoted 
by the Guardian, the drought that hit Namibia and Angola was a result of three years 
of poor rainfall (Tran, 2013). It was therefore evident in the years before the extreme 
drought that a crisis was emerging, causing many people to leave their homes in search 
for food, water and nourishment for their cattle as well as treatment for malnutrition 
and other diseases (ASAP, 2013). These slow onset disasters can be tackled by preventa-
tive measures before they lead to such severe environmental destruction as witnessed 
in Angola in 2013. Thus, preventative measures implemented on an early stage are 
crucial considering that such events will only become more regular in the future as 
environmental disasters are occurring more frequently than ever before (IOM, 2013). 

5. Resettlement is “the relocation and integration of people (refugees, internally displaced persons, etc.) into 
another geo- graphical area and environment, usually in a third country. The durable settlement of refugees in a 
country other than the country of refuge. This term generally covers that part of the process which starts with the 
selection of the refugees for resettlement and which ends with the placement of refugees in a community in the 
resettlement country” (IOM, 2004). 

6. Vulnerable groups are categorized as “any group or sector of society that is at higher risk of being subjected to 
discriminatory practices, violence, natural or environmental disasters, or economic hard- ship, than other groups 
within the State; any group or sector of society (such as women, children or the elderly) that is at higher risk in 
periods of conflict and crisis (IOM, 2004).
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Figure 1. Absolute Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI ) Anomalies for 
April and May 2013

Source: European Commission (2013)

These Figure ures illustrate the onset of the drought and its development in 2013 based on the Absolute 

Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) which shows the anomaly for the main crop season. There 

is a drastic increase from April to May 2013 [The European Commission 2013; Tropical Applications of 

Meteorology using SATellite data and ground-based observations (TAMSAT, 2013)].

Rainfall Anomaly from September 2012 to April and from January to April 2013 

Figure 2

Source: European Commission (2013)

The Figure ures above illustrate (left) estimated rainfall from September 2012 to April 2013 and (right) the 

second half of the rainy season from January 2013 to April 2013. Based on this data obtained from the 

European Commission (2013) and TAMSAT (2013) the main reason for the total seasonal deficit is due to 

negative rainfall anomalies in the second half of the rainy season.
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As Angola is amongst the most unequal societies in the world, according to 
Southern African Open Societies (OSISA) 2011 report, environmental crises can be 
extremely disastrous. Currently, approximately 40% of the population is living below 
the poverty line and the child mortality rate is extremely high - close to 1 out of 5 chil-
dren are estimated to die before the age of 5. Thus, the majority of the population is 
ill equipped to deal with environmental disasters, and migration becomes for many 
a difficult and dangerous process (OSISA, 2011). Unsurprisingly, the drought has had 
its effects politically, economically and socially within the country, especially on the 
southern regions that were hit the hardest (see Figure ures 1and 2). 

1.1. Political Impacts  
In a post conflict country like Angola, natural hazards such as droughts can be 
dangerous as they can have unpredictable effects on the political climate. Droughts 
can increase poverty as it robs the population of their livelihood, and thus results in 
political instability fuelling problems between the population and the government. 
In Angola, the government carries strict not to say “authoritarian” politics (Human 
Rights Watch, 2013; Tran, 2013) that at times can negatively affect human rights. It has 
been heavily criticized for its slow response to the environmental crisis in compar-
ison to its neighbor Namibia, a country that was hit hard by the disaster (Tran, 2013; 
UN Radio, 2013) and the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (UNOCHA) still categorized the situation as severe (June 2014) as large parts of 
the population still suffer from food insecurity. 

The different approaches adopted by Namibia and Angola in reaction to the 
drought and flood management left many puzzled as both country’s suffered 
immensely. Nevertheless, despite the two different policies regarding the crisis, the 
situation fuelled little political unrest in the Angola. This is rather surprising since 
the international humanitarian aid distributing was vastly unfair for the Angolan 
population in the affected areas, in comparison with the Namibian (UNICEF, 2013), a 
factor that can easily contribute to political unrest and upheaval. There are two main 
factors that might have contributed to this overall lack of political reaction to the 
drought, which will be discussed in the section below. 

By 2013 the drought situation was severe in both Namibia and Angola. Approxi-
mately 780,000 people one third of the country’s population- were food insecure 
in Namibia in the first months of 2013 (UNOCHA, 2013). On May, 17th the Namibian 
government declared a state of emergency, pledging for $20 million in relief aid 
in order to assist the worst affected population as the country was unable to meet 
their peoples basic needs (Think African Press, 2014). United Nations Organizations 
such as the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and United Nations High 
Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) became heavily involved in the crisis raising 7.4 
million dollars in order to treat the 109,000 children under five at risk of malnutri-
tion (UNICEF 2013; UNHCR, 2013; UN Radio, 2013). The Namibian Red Cross Societies 
and other humanitarian agencies also aided the government in handling the crisis as 
people were finding it increasingly difficult to survive (UNOCHA, 2013). 

In Angola the drought hit the country’s southern part with equally devastating 
impacts. Food insecurity affected approximately 1.8 million people in five prov-
inces (UNOCHA, 2013). In June 2013, Caritas estimated that 250, 000 people in the 
Namibe province were in urgent need of support as close to 70 per cent of the annual 
crops had failed (UNOCHA, 2013). UNICEF (2013) requested for $14.3 million for the 
worst-affected provinces of Cunene, Namibe and Kuando Kubango as well as in the 
southern parts of Benguela and Huila (UNICEF, 2013; UNOCHA, 2013). 

Nevertheless, the government remained quiet about the devastating effects of 
the drought, not appealing to the international community for help, a policy that 
differed severely from that of Namibia. The call for relief aid in Namibia might have 
dampened any political unrest resulting from the drought given the government 
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active participation in crisis management. In Angola however, only a special inter-
ministerial commission was created to handle the disaster by distributing emer-
gency food aid and creating new boreholes7 (Tran, 2013), aid that according to relief 
organizations was insufficient and which led many people to leave their home, thus 
becoming IDPs within Angola itself, or crossing national borders into neighboring 
Namibia where relief aid was more frequently distributed (UNICEF, 2013; UN Radio, 
2013). 

Regardless of this lack of response to the crisis, there was little political pressure 
on the Angolan government, both from international and internal actors, allowing 
the crisis to continue in silence. This might be related to the country’s poverty statis-
tics which reveales that large parts of the country live in severe poverty (The World 
Bank, 2012). According to IFADs 2014 report on poverty in Angola “It is estimated 
that 68 per cent of the population is living below the poverty line and 15 per cent of 
households are living in extreme poverty. Poverty is more widespread in rural areas 
where 94 per cent of households are categorized as poor” (IFAD, 2014; 3). Thus, this 
fraction of the population is inadequately equipped to challenge the political author-
ities in order to claim their basic human rights. However, the question remains, 
why did Namibia who carried similar poverty statistics to Angola (The World Bank, 
2014) chose such a different strategy in order to deal with the consequences of the 
drought. The Namibian population living in the areas affected by the population is 
also ill equipped to challenge the government and foster political change. However, 
the countrys government chose to make it an internationally acknowledged crisis, 
while Angolans were suffering in silence. 

The answer may thus lie in the different financial interests threatened by the 
crisis. As Angola is a booming economy, the country do not want to have a negative 
‘external’ image and thus might have chosen to silence the crisis to protect its inter-
national image. Moreover, many foreign companies and countries that have their 
own agenda in Angola, especially related to the oil sector (Tran, 2013; OSISA, 2013). 
As the protection of human rights and financial profit does not always go hand in 
hand, and with little international attention being given to the disaster, a financial 
and right based clash might have been avoided by silencing the crisis on an interna-
tional level. Publicly challenging the government in its poor response to the drought 
might have resulted in an unwanted backlash hindering profitable resource deals for 
external actors. It is therefore possible that the silencing of the 2013 drought was 
a result not only of the governmental policies, but equally constructed by foreign 
countries and investors with their own agenda in Angola, agendas that differs vastly 
from that of Namibia. 

1.2. Economic impacts 
Angola is a country that possesses vast oil wealth and natural minerals; at the same 
time, it is one of the poorest countries in the world, still recovering from the social, 
political and economic hardships it faced during the 27-year civil war that ended 
a little over a decade ago (NRC, 2008). The economy is nevertheless growing as 
oil exports and foreign loans have aided a rapid reconstruction and improvement 
of infrastructure, but as most economies worldwide, Angola was affected by the 
financial crisis, something that can be mirrored in the response to the 2013 drought 
that hit the country. 

At the national level two trends can be observed. Firstly, the financial crisis 
affected drought prevention, which allowed the onset of this slow disaster as 
the country had less resources to deal with the oncoming disaster; secondly the 

7. A borehole is a “a deep, narrow hole made in the ground, especially to locate water or oil” (Oxford dictionary, 2012). 



SEM 2014
90

AFRICA
REIDUN GJERSTAD
ANGOLA’S MIGRATION OF THIRST: THE 2013 DROUGHT

drought itself has influenced and in turn affected the country’s economy. Mundial 
(2013) points out that “from 2009 to mid-2011 GDP growth stagnated due to a decline 
in global oil prices and a slowdown in domestic oil production. The resulting drop 
in oil revenues, the primary source of government revenue, impacted the non-oil 
economy through diminished private consumption, cuts to public spending and 
the accumulation of substantial arrears to domestic firms” (Mundial, 2013; 6). This 
drop affected the agricultural and construction sectors profoundly. 

The lack of jobs due to cuts in public spending is likely to have left the rural 
population in a position where it would have to rely on the already overused land 
for survival, leading to soil over-productivity as well as biodiversity loss. Moreover, 
as these budget cuts caused a regular downsizing of experts and workers within 
the environmental sector, a sector that was already poorly funded as this is far 
from a priority issue within the country that focuses mostly on rapid economic 
growth based on its oil and mineral industry. This prioritizing is usually done at the 
expense of both social and economic policies that will benefit the population in 
the long term such as greater investment in the agriculture sector (Mundial, 2013).

There was a 5.5 % real GDP growth in 2013, which is lower than the 2012 (US 
Department of State, 2013) the drought itself has arguably influenced the country’s 
economic growth, although other important factors also influenced this financial 
drop, and it is thus uncertain to what extent the drought has had an impact. Never-
theless, this decline in economic development will make it harder for the country 
to finance relief aid to the people affected by the drought and the floods, and to 
those who have to migrate as a result of the disaster. 

Yet, the financial crisis alone cannot justify the lack of assistance provided to 
the population affected by drought. In fact, there was no serious financial problems 
in the year before the drought hit due to the country’s fruitful oil industry, thus 
more investment could have been put towards drought management to prevent it 
from taking place. It was clear already in 2009 that the south of the country was 
in great danger of being affected by drought and floods as it has happened repeat-
edly before, leaving the most fragile provinces devastated multiple times (Mundial, 
2013). 

In fact, International Organizations and NGOs have blamed the government for 
downplaying the crisis as it threatens the country’s image as a booming economy 
(Tran, 2013; UNICEF,2013) and thus possibly its attraction for foreign investment. 
The large amount of oil funds could be used to ensure domestic growth and that 
the people of Angola human rights are protected which is unfortunately not 
currently the case according to many International Organizations and NGO’s in the 
field (Tran, 2013; UNOCHA, 2013). Much of the country’s wealth is disappearing due 
to corruption, leaving the country with a large gap between a small rich elite and 
the poor majority (OSISA, 2011). 

On an individual level the drought has had devastating economic impacts. 
Although agriculture only accounts for approximately 8% of Angola’s GDP, it is the 
primary source of employment (European Commission, 2013). Crop production, 
which is the main source of production in Angola, relies on a sustainable rainy 
season from September to late April and May. Thus, if rainfall is far below average, 
crops are at stake, implying potentially fatal consequences, especially for the south. 
“The south is home to about 95 % of the country’s livestock, with about one-third 
of the country’s cattle being found in Cunene Province alone” (European Commis-
sion, 2013) - a province that has been severely affected by both drought and floods 
during the last year. Hence, with the lack of an effective agricultural policies and 
a government that successfully manages the economic hardships facing people 
during environmental crises such as droughts and floods, many are left with no 
means to stay. 
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1.3. Social and Health Impacts 
The population has suffered immensely due to the severe drought, and the disaster 
has had many social consequences. As quoted by UNICEF (2013), their Regional 
Director for UNICEF Eastern and Southern Africa Steven Allen stated that “reports 
from the field already indicate that children are dropping out of school and are 
being separated from their parents, a clear sign of the stress and vulnerability fami-
lies face as they try to cope with the drought” (UNICEF, 2013). UNICEF (2013) has 
published several reports discussing the fact that children are currently digging wells, 
that unclean water is being used for drinking and cooking purposes, and that child 
protection in the state is fragile as child migration within and between borders is 
increasingly being observed.

 Food security is also a large problem in the country. According to The Assess-
ment Capacities Project (ACAPS) Global Emergency Overview, 700,000 are at risk of 
food insecurity in Angola. The same report highlights that people are migrating in 
search of water, food and pasture for their cattle. Because livestock and crops have 
perished during the drought and the floods that followed, families are selling many 
of their assets and skipping meals. School attendance has dropped in the regions 
affected by the disaster (UNICEF, 2013) as families can no longer afford to support 
their children’s education. Cunene is the most impacted province when looking at 
both the economical and the social results of the drought, as rainfall was the lowest 
on record in March since 1989 (European Commission, 2013). According to the provin-
cial governor Antonio Didalelwa, almost the entire population of the province are at 
risk of malnutrition as farming is threatened and the cattle do not have access to 
food and water (Reuters, 2013). 

In terms of the social issues that arose due to the drought, the health impacts are 
the most severe. The first and most evident result of the drought, and the floods that 
followed, was that of cholera outbreak in the province. In December 2013, Integrated 
Regional Information Networks (IRIN) reported that 1,000 people were infected and 
48 confirmed dead over a two-week period due to a cholera outbreak in the drought 
affected the area (IRIN, 2013) The cholera pandemic continued to spread within the 
province as the drought left many without proper living conditions, food insecure 
and without access to a safe water source (ACAPS, 2013). 

Cholera is a highly contagious disease that usually affects people in areas where 
there is poor sanitation and unsafe drinking water, and the outbreak can therefore be 
directly linked to the drought. By the end of 2013 acute malnutrition with rates as high 
as 25 % had become a reality for the people living in drought affected areas, leaving 
people, especially children, highly vulnerable to waterborne illnesses such as cholera. 
As quoted in IRIN (2013), Manuel Eduardo who is working as a consultant for UNICEF 
in Cunene states that “what’s needed is a strong program in terms of people being able 
to treat water at home, and construction of more boreholes. There are boreholes, but 
some have dried up and others haven’t been maintained.” (IRIN, 2013). Due to the lack 
of safe water sources, cholera outbreaks were reported even prior to the rainy season 
in October 2013. As the raining season hit and floods became more frequent, the few 
existing clean water sources were quickly contaminated and there was a slow onset 
response to the cholera crisis, treating the first cases as diarrhea (UNICEF, 2013). 

2. EnVIRonMEnTAl MIGRATIon AnD THE cuRREnT FRAMEWoRk

There is evidence that environmental migration was taking place due to the 2013 
drought in Angola and the floods that followed as people did not have the sufficient 
means to stay, and thus started to migrate as a survival strategy. The analysis below 
will illustrate how this migration was handled within the current environmental and 
migration framework in Angola. 
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There are indications that people were arriving in the governmental camps close 
to the affected areas in the south of the country (ACAPS, 2013). The government was 
dealing with the issue by creating displacement camps in the provinces that are hit 
the hardest (IOM, 2013). In Cunene for instance, the government has established an 
emergency plan to provide assistance to roughly 640,000 people were affected by 
the droughts (ACAPS, 2013). 

The drought and floods also led to international migration between Namibia 
and Angola (UNICEF, 2013). According to UNICEF (2013), between June and July 2013 
people were crossing the border from Angola to Namibia through the Kunene River 
in order to receive treatment for cholera, as it was not provided in Angola. There are 
similar accounts for treatment of malnutrition. Between March and July 2013, the 
Engela District of the Ohangwena Region faced a 76% increase in hospital admission 
regarding malnutrition for children under 5 years of age (UNICEF, 2013). We note 
also that amongst malnourished patients under 5 years of age, 53% of admissions 
and 11% of in-patient deaths were from Angola. The families of the patients claimed 
to seek treatment on this side of the border (UNICEF, 2013). 

In Angola environmental migration is particularly worrisome due to the environ-
mental devastation left by the civil war, destruction that is still evident within the 
county. When the country reached its independence in 1975, after a period of almost 
15 years of liberation war, the state was yet again damaged by internal conflict from 
1975 until 2002, a conflict that took its tall on the already fragile environment of 
the country. Thus, although the country today shows great economic progress, its 
war ravaged history has damaged the environment greatly, leaving the population 
with less means to deal with environmental hazards. The land is indeed often left 
in unusable condition, polluted with landmines or destroyed due to the war and the 
massive dislocation of people. Thus, Angola is facing many additional challenges 
related to development and disaster risk management, adding to the complexity of 
the situation (IOM, 2013). 

There government does recognize the fact that environmental factors pose a 
threat to the country’s future and that they need to aid population that has been 
displaced due to environmental factors. Displacement camps have been constructed 
for short-term relief and the government has signaled that they are prepared to 
invest in long term measures to battle the constant threat of environmental issues 
by working with UN-backed institutions on matters of risk reduction and disaster 
management (IOM,2013). In 2009, the Government of the Republic of Angola 
enacted a national four-year civil protection strategy. This strategy was the first 
scheme to deal with natural disasters and centered its main focus towards emer-
gency response capacity (IOM, 2013). According to IRIN (2014) “the government has 
initiated an emergency program, totaling $43 million, to provide food and water 
as well as agricultural inputs to affected families”. However, it is still unclear if the 
funds for the program were released, and how much was invested in the projects 
dealing with the drought (ibid.). 

The IOM (2013) highlighted that the results of the drought management are still 
limited largely due to a lack of disaster statistics and trained human resources to 
properly deal with environmental issues. And there is little doubt that handling and 
controlling droughts, as well as the migration related to droughts, is a challenging 
task since people rarely move as a mass, but rather as individuals and families after 
the peak of the drought (Gemenne, 2013).Therefore, precise data is difficult to 
obtain on the issue. 

However, as environmental issues are common in Angola prevention must be 
done and judging by the 2013 crisis it is evident that not enough has been invested in 
the risk reductuin section leaving the affected areas in an extremely difficulties situ-
ation dealing with both drought and the floods. The same accounts for the country’s 
capital, Luanda, where poor infrastructure, informal settlements and local slums are 



SEM 2014
93

very vulnerable to flooding as there is a lack of drainage systems and other essential 
infrastructure that evacuates water appropriately and reduces the spread of water-
borne diseases (IOM, 2013). This is an increasing problem because insecurity in rural 
areas as a result of the many environmental hazards has led to an escalating urbani-
zation. Rapid urban growth is dangerous for commercial agriculture as it reduces 
the number of people available to work in this sector, leaving the country with very 
high population density in the cities (World Bank, 2013).

 More public spending in the agricultural sector is essential in Angola where 
over two-thirds of the labor force is employed in agriculture, where less than 30 % 
of the country’s arable land is currently under cultivation and where natural hazard 
put great pressure on the industry. The agricultural industry was brought to a near 
standstill during the war, but has great potential today, and is indeed a necessity for 
the population. This means that the environmental and agricultural policies of the 
country are crucial to its future and must therefore be prioritized (Walmsley and 
Tshipala 2007).

If used correctly, this availability of land has great potential as it can improve 
agricultural outputs in many rural areas. And although the government has, 
according to Mundial (2013), implemented many successful agricultural policies that 
have led to overall increase in the country’s food production, it is important that the 
agricultural sector is attended to with more precise measures in order to perceive 
the resources available and avoid loss of arable land. According to the European 
Commission (2013), five provinces in Southern Angola that were severely affected 
by the rainfall deficit starting in late 2012 and continued in 2013, presented a great 
danger for the agricultural sector and natural vegetation, resources that are very 
valuable to the country’s economy and crucial to the populations livelihood. A lack 
of a precise disaster risk and reduction policy framework can therefore have overall 
economic consequences for the country’s economy as well as on the country’s 
population. 

With oil alone accounting for over 95% of Angola’s export revenue, it comes as 
no surprise that this sector is heavily prioritized within the country. Nevertheless, it 
is important that strong investment is put towards the development of the non-oil 
areas to obtain a more stable economy. In order for Angola to properly handle and 
prevent the occurring environmental migration, it is crucial that the country avoid 
the so called Dutch Disease.8

As long as the oil industry has such a strong influence on the public budget, 
the environmental problems of the country is likely to be down-prioritized and 
overturned by more economically beneficial policies for the bebefit of the industry, 
and not for long terms policies that benefit society as a whole, but do not give an 
immediate economic return.

It thus becomes evident that one of the most important policy questions 
currently facing Angola is how to convert its oil wealth into sustainable economic, 
social and environmental development policies that aid the population and promote 
the agricultural sector, which is where the majority of the population will benefit. 
The following section will propose recommendations regarding how the country’s 
wealth can also benefit those outside of the oil sector.

8.  The Dutch Disease refers to a decline of certain sectors, such as manufacturing and agriculture, while there is an 
increased in the economic sector related to natural resources, which thus leads to mismanagement (OSISA, 2011). 
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3. PolIcY cHAllEnGES 

This paper’s analysis shows that environmental considerations are not yet a vital part 
of Angola’s socio-economic framework, and there is a lack of policy programs to 
deal with environmental degradation, including the issue of environmental migra-
tion and emergency response. Article 39 of the Constitution states that “Everyone 
has the right to live in a healthy and non-polluted environment” and that “the State 
shall adopt the necessary measures to protect the environment and the rational 
exploitation of natural resources within a sustainable development framework”, 
thus ensuring environmental protection for the population of Angola (Constitution 
of the republic of Angola, 2010). This is not currently the case as large parts of the 
population have migrated in order to seek land that allows them to live sustainably 
although the country has a Ministry of Environment, which is the body responsible 
for the environmental protection and implementation of environmental laws in 
Angola, based on the 1998 General Environmental Law (OSISA, 2011).

This framework and Angola’s current environmental policies exist but they are 
fragile, as they do not sufficiently deal with the main environmental issues in an 
adequate manner. Misuse of land as well as oil spills and other pollution of the 
waters go unreported. There is currently an overuse of pastures and soil erosion is 
common, which attribute to population pressure. Deforestation and desertification 
are major issues leading to a great loss of biodiversity and soil erosion is currently 
polluting the water sources. Rivers and damns are becoming heavily polluted and as 
there are a lack of supplied for clean portable water, the population no means to stay 
and continue a sustainable living (CIA, 2014). 

The question remains therefore on the means available and to be implemented 
to tackle those challenges. Information gathering is a fist step. There is a need for 
a well-functioning information framework regarding the state of the environment 
within the country will help inform better and updated environmental policies. 
Once an overview of the migration has been collected a second step would be to 
prioritize and integrate environmental strategies, and policies dealing with envi-
ronmental migration, in the economic and social policies of the country. This data 
collection should be carried out as soon as possible in order to gain a better under-
standing of the situation and the migration framework that has occurred before, 
during and after the 2013 crisis. The current institutional capacity for environmental 
management is still insufficient in training of human resources and in the on-going 
data gathering to properly handle the environmental hazards, and coordination 
amongst actors remain difficult, as the issue is not yet a national priority. A education 
campaign centered towards the population, especially the rural societies, on environ-
mental issues should be integrated as it will promote environmental management of 
the natural resources that will allow the population to deal with drought in a more 
sustainable manner. Finally the development of a framework of preventative meas-
ures that can hinder the most devastating effects of hot spells and cyclical drought 
could help damper the most sever affects of the drough (Russo, Roque and Krug-
mann, 2002; OSISA, 2011).

Thirdly, it is important that national actors as well as international aid organiza-
tions have access to the country’s vulnerable population and is allowed to aid people 
in drought-affected areas. A greater presence of both local NGOs and International 
Organizations, coordinated with the national actors dealing with environmental 
issues and disaster risk management, could support rural livelihoods and prevent 
potential environmental migration taking place as people would have greater access 
to medical care, clean water and food. Because the government has limited means 
to prevent environmental hazard it does not attend to the population affected by 
the drought and flood areas on a large scale. This, along with the lack of national 
and foreign humanitarian aid in the country, means that a sustainable policy has not 
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yet been achieved (Tran, 2013; UNICEF, 2013). National and local NGO’s, and external 
actors such as International Organizations can thus possibly help to kick-start the 
process of a better and more sustainable environmental framework that hinders 
environmental migration as this is a very difficult issue, especially in Angola due to 
its location and history. Consequently, a greater presence of humanitarian aid could 
help prevent and manage environmental migration until the national environmental 
policies and framework is completed and data collected.

 It is however important to note that for development of long term projects, the 
general rule is that local actors, whether local authorities or local associations or 
other civil society actors, should be the ones that are reinforced, rather than bringing 
in foreign actors. Thus, it is recommended that the strategies implemented are to rely 
on foreign expertise to train local actors and reinforce governmental agencies. This 
could be a mean to make this sector more prioritized in Angola

Fourthly, rural livelihoods should be made resilient against climate changes, 
something that can be achieved through a variety of measures. Seed conservation 
banks and reimbursement schemes should be implemented based on the IOM model 
proposed in their report on Angola in 2013, allowing for the development of new 
crops (IOM, 2013). It is crucial that water resource management is properly funded 
and developed allowing the population to carry portable water for their crops and 
their animals, as well as to hinder the spread of disease. 

On a local level, aiding micro-businesses in the areas affected by drought could 
develop the local economy by selling basic necessities for household activities. 
This could reduce reliance on wood, which leads to deforestation and thus fosters 
drought. From a health perspective, community volunteers should be trained to 
handle sickness and emergencies. An example suggested by IOM (2013) is to develop 
community-based management of acute malnutrition, something that would aid the 
population in the affected areas. Many have been observed crossing the border to 
Namibia in order to get proper medical care for their children (UNICEF, 2013). 

All these steps are reachable with political will and economic investment to 
promote the environment and agricultural policies that will help the most vulner-
able population and thus moving away from the completely oil dominated economy. 
However, a current lack of transparency, economic mismanagement and corruption 
makes it difficult to achieve a workable environmental policy (Mundial, 2013; IOM, 
2013). The main obstacle is thus a focus on the country’s natural resources and the 
wealth it brings for a variety of reasons. 

Foreign investment in the country is not always coordinated in accordance with 
sectors such as the construction and agricultural sector, causing density forestation 
on land that could be used in a more sustainable matter when looking at the devel-
opment of a non-oil economy (Mundial, 2013). This occurs in response to the inter-
national demand for timber and other resources (ACAPS, 2013). The many economic 
policies currently in place, aimed at attracting foreign investors, result in significant 
biodiversity loss, harming the population by destroying their livelihoods as they 
rely on this land for their cattle and grains. The government must therefore enforce 
strict environmental regulations on national as well as foreign companies in the 
country, regardless of their economic interests, in order to prevent the loss of valu-
able productive land. These policies are not being enforced, although they do exist 
on paper (OSISA, 2011). 

The country’s oil production, and the wealth that comes with it, poses a great 
threat on the environment because of the economic and political power Sonangol, 
the state-owned oil company, holds in Angola as well as the multinational compa-
nies that invest in the country without much concern for the environment. Multi-
nationals that want to do business are obliged by law to associate with Sonangol in 
the form of a joint venture or agreements about production sharing (OSISA, 2011).
They state that “to win contracts, multinationals must pay signature bonuses that 
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can run into billions of dollars – and are not publicly disclosed (....) evidence points 
to Angolan public officials’ beneficial ownership of, and shareholdings in, Angolan 
companies that have been awarded oil contracts – in violation of Angolan and inter-
national law” (OSISA, 2011;1). The system of checks and balances within the country is 
thus weak, especially concerning the state owned oil company that is only account-
able to the president, allowing the elite and high ranking public officials to gain large 
profit of the political and legal obligations of multinationals in order for them to 
contract with Angola’s oil company. 

All in all, Angola does have the power and economic wealth to prevent some 
environmental degradation and the migration that follows by enforcing disaster 
management and prevention policies. However, currently it seems as though there 
is a lack of political will to deal with the issue due to the petrol industry that is 
being prioritized since it is benefiting the country’s elite and foreign investors. This 
is down-prioritizing the environmental policies that do not lead to rapid economic 
growth, but rather a security net for the population creating stabilization and resil-
ience. Overall, there is a lack of a long-term vision to deal with environmental hazard 
and the migration that follows. Since the oil sector and its auxiliary industries do, in 
most cases, offer a very high return to in terms of financial and human capital, this 
sector will continue to dominate the policies in place, leaving little room for the 
other industries to influence the policy framework. These are currently the main 
obstacles to sustainably dealing with the aftermath of the 2013 drought, which is 
currently affecting the country.

4. concluSIon

This paper evaluates the impact of and the policies in place to deal with the 2013 
drought, which hit Angola due to years of low rainfall. The drought has had devas-
tating impacts on the economic and social situation for the population, leaving many 
food insecure, malnourished and without a sustainable livestock, thus forced to 
migrate in order to sustain a living. 

Angola has adopted a range of different policies in order to deal with the environ-
mental issues and the migration issues that arose due to drought and other environ-
mental hazards. However, these policies are often inadequate and difficult to analyze 
due to a lack of data. The environmental migration policies are not sufficiently coor-
dinated with the economic and social policies of the country as most of them concern 
displacement camps for IDPs and are focused on short-term rather than long-term 
preventative measures. There is poor inter-sector coordination between the envi-
ronment sector and others sectors related to oil, industry, mining and agriculture, 
leading to miscommunication. As the environmental ministry is rather weak and 
down prioritized, they have to work in an environment that is extremely difficult. 

Unless the underlying factors that make the country so prone to drought are 
addressed, environmental migration in Angola will continue to be an issue. The popu-
lation is currently ill equipped to handle these environmental hazards and often end 
up as IDPs in poorly constructed and unsuitable governmental camps. Preventing 
forced migration can be achieved by building the capacity of national actors involved 
by distributing micro-loans to develop private businesses and foster employment, 
involving other actors such as national NGOs, International Organizations and local 
actors as well as promoting more agricultural policies aiding the rural population in 
their farming industry, improving disaster management and prevention systems. It 
is crucial that programs are created that give the population tools to build resilience 
against drought and the floods that often follow. 

However, the government and the multinational companies in Angola do rela-
tively little to enforce the existing laws, which would protect the public and the 
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environment, since the priorities lies with the economic growth of the country that 
mostly benefits the elite, over an inclusive and sustainable development of Angola 
as a whole. Thus, environmental standards are deficient and there is little attention 
paid to pollution control, which allows multinational organizations to report their 
own activities, without a real enforcement mechanism by the body in charge. Thus 
it seems as if the main obstacle in regards to environmental migration in Angola is 
the country’s reliance on oil and the presence of fairly unregulated multinational 
companies that hold great political and economic power in relation to other indus-
tries such as agriculture, which is the industry most crucial to the country’s popula-
tion and vital in hindering environmental migration. ♦
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Leaving drought and hunger 
behind: out-migration from 
Karamoja, Uganda

E
nvironmental factors have long impacted migration flows every-
where in the world. People have historically migrated, both inter-
nally and internationally, from places that have become inhabitable 
due to damaging environmental conditions. Migration is often used 
as a coping mechanism, an adaption strategy, or even a survival 
strategy. As climate change accelerates changes in environment and 
the deterioration of livelihoods in certain areas of the world, these 
migration flows are expected to increase. 

While climate change is a global phenomenon affecting all humans, it is often 
the least-developed countries and the lower income populations that are affected 
most severely by it. This is due to their limited capability to cope with the changes 
experienced and the often high dependence on natural resources. Karamoja is a 
district situated in the north-eastern part of Uganda, a small country in East Africa. It 
is a dry nomad-land inhabited mainly by pastoralists, where harvests are below the 
population’s needs year after year. Climate change adds to the existing challenges for 
survival in Karamoja. Drought and floods are the most common disasters affecting 
Karamoja, causing famine and malnutrition. In an attempt to make ends meet, the 
region receives large amounts of food aid through international organizations. 
Climate change is expected to reduce crop yields further with an increased number 
of droughts in the years to come, challenging the already low economic development 
of the region.

To adapt to their harsh living-conditions, the people of Karamoja have tradition-
ally seasonally out-migrated, but returned to the area when conditions improved 
(Stites et al, 2007). Today, the pattern of migration has changed, with more people 
seemingly leaving permanently (Gelsdorf et al, 2012). New migration patterns also 
include more minors migrating to urban areas in order to make money (IOM, 2013a), 
where many of these children risk being exploited for labour, or end up begging on 
the street. Hopes of a better life are not always fulfilled in the city. Policies regarding 
Karamojong migrants are few or completely absent, and not enough is known about 
how both adult and child migrants are treated in the city. 

This paper examines how environmental change is one of several factors 
affecting the Karamoja region, and how this change expresses itself in new forms 
of out-migration. It raises the issue of ensuring livelihoods in Karamoja, and the 
consequences this new form of migration involves, looking at both international 
and national responses to the issue. Although a slow-onset disaster such as Karamoja 
need to recognize previous years trends and developments, it will focus especially on 
environmental change and migration in the year 2013.
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Map 1. The Karamoja Region, Uganda

Source: Human Rights Watch (HRW), 2014. 

1. kARAMojA – A DuSTY noMAD-lAnD

Karamoja comprises the north-eastern part of the ‘pearl of Africa’ that is Uganda, 
and measures about 27,200 square kilometres, (Powell, 2010). It is a vast and dusty 
landscape, famous for the impressive Kidepo National Park in the north, and for its 
traditional pastoralist way of life and at times violent cattle raids. The region is made 
up of seven different districts, namely Abim, Amudat, Kaabong, Kotido, Moroto, 
Nakapiripirit and Napak. Out of the many ethnic groups in Uganda, nine are found 
in Karamoja, and are usually referred to as the Karamojong (MAAIF, 2013). The Kara-
mojong constitute just over 1.1 million people (OCHA, 2009), out of a total population 
of about 34 million in the whole of Uganda (UN DESA, 2013). The Karamojong can be 
divided into the Dodoth, residing in the north, the Jie, inhabiting the central part, the 
Pokot, lining the Kenyan border, and the Bokora, Matheniko and Pian, all three living 
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in the south of the region (Powell, 2010).
Different from the rest of Uganda, the Karamojong is a primarily agro-pasto-

ralist people. Their livelihoods therefore depend both on agriculture and on raising 
livestock, and cattle are key to life in Karamoja. Other livelihood options include 
foraging for food such as leaves1 and casual labour (Gelsdorf et al, 2012). Their pastoral 
nomadic lifestyle entails moving around with their livestock in search of water and 
pasture. Nomadism as a way of life is often used in areas where natural resources are 
scarce and land is infertile. A nomadic way of live can be regarded as the most suit-
able one for the environment in Karamoja, taking advantage of the landscape in an 
efficient manner (ibid.). The Karamojong are thus used to travelling long distances 
for survival. 

To understand today’s situation in Karamoja, one must consider the historical 
developments of the region. The country suffered greatly in terms of human and 
economic development both under the rule of Idi Amin and with the war against 
the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA). When the current president, Yoweri Museveni, 
took control of the government in 1986 the country was extremely poor and its infra-
structure lay in ruins. Although Uganda’s economy has shown significant improve-
ment since then, the progress has been unequal, with the north often being seen as 
‘left out’ in terms of development. The Karamojong has for decades been regarded 
as ‘backwards’ compared to the rest of the country, largely because of their reliance 
on agro-pastoralism (HRW, 2014). Prime Minister Milton Obote famously said in 
1963 “We shall not wait for Karamoja to develop,” after a visit to the region (Daily 
Monitor, 2012), and state officials have been quoted saying the nomadic way of life 
is “outmoded” (HRW, 2014). With this understanding of the people, coupled with 
the insecurity and poor infrastructure of the region, Karamoja has often been one 
of the last to benefit from government policies and donor-funded projects (ibid.). 
When evaluating Karamoja, there is a stark difference from the rest of the country in 
regards to culture, lifestyle, development and environment.

2. EnVIRonMEnT In kARAMojA

The environmental situation in Karamoja can be described as a slow-onset disaster. 
Slow-onset disasters take a long time to produce emergency conditions, and are 
usually accompanied by early warning signs (WHO, 2014). Drought is one slow-
onset disaster causing failed harvests and death of livestock in Karamoja. Increas-
ingly, Uganda is experiencing intense, frequent and prolonged droughts (GoU, 2013). 
The government reports that with Karamoja receiving especially low annual rain-
fall, people are affected by drought every year (ibid.). Droughts are characterized by 
strong winds, leading to vegetation drying up, crop failure, reduction in grazing area 
for cattle, and decreased food and milk production in Karamoja (ibid.). Droughts also 
dry up seasonal rivers and decrease existing water sources, already scarce in Karamoja.

1.  Women are reported to forage in the bush for leaves from the Ekorete tree to make sauce. The leaves from this 
tree supposedly save many households during drought when there is nothing else to eat (Uganda Radio Network, 
2014)
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Picture 1. Women fetching water in what is left of the river in Moroto, Karamoja

Source: Vilhelmsen Haug, 2013

Drought and famine have claimed many lives in Karamoja throughout history 
(GoU, 2013), and it remains by far the most food-insecure region in the country (Gels-
dorf et al, 2012). According to the Famine Early Warning Systems Network, 2013’s main 
harvest in Karamoja was expected to be 30-50 per cent lower than average because 
of poor rains, sending almost half a million people in need of humanitarian assis-
tance (The East African, 2014). The dry spell came when the crops needed water the 
most, and unfavorable temperatures led to water stress on plants, affecting produc-
tion (Tenywa et al, 2013). When the rain finally arrived, local Ugandan newspapers 
reported “people were happy when they saw the rain at first, but then it continued 
and they became uneasy” (Ariong and Emwamu, 2013). As the rain continued, it 
flooded gardens, washed away crops and roads, and made that there would not be 
any crops to harvest in the first quarter of the year (ibid.). Hunger had killed 46 people 
already by the middle of July 2013 (ibid.).

The environmental factor causing food insecurity can be described as substantial, 
but food insecurity also stems from conflict and other factors (Mayer, 2014). “The 
fact that children speak glowingly of eating food from garbage dumps should serve 
as a wake-up call as to the levels of food insecurity …” (interview with child that 
had migrated to Kampala, in Stites et al, 2007:24). Between April and August 2013, 
drought again created widespread famine in the region (GoU, 2013). Crops withered 
and animals died, and several people migrated to other areas in search for water 
and pasture for their animals, and food for themselves (ibid.). In periods of drought, 
families may only eat once a day or not at all (Powell, 2010). The average Global Acute 
Malnutrition (GAM) rate in Karamoja lies on 11 per cent, with extremely high GAM 
rates in Moroto (20.2 per cent) and Nakapiripirit (14.4 per cent) (Mayer, 2014). To 
compare, the international emergency threshold lies at 10 per cent (OCHA, 2008). 
However, not everybody have the means to migrate, and most people stay behind 
and manage one way or another (Mayer, 2014). 

Climate models predict that Uganda will experience an increase in average 
temperatures up to 1.5 degrees Celsius in the next twenty years (GoU, 2013). The 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) state that 



SEM 2014
105

increasing temperatures will cause dry regions to become drier, and lead to reduced 
crop productivity in seasonally dry and tropical regions (2012). The Ugandan govern-
ment report that these changes in temperature are unprecedented in the country’s 
history and make the country’s food security situation unclear (GoU, 2013). 

Changes in rainfall patterns are also expected to occur along with climate change. 
Rainfall is limited and unpredictable in Karamoja, with an expected annual average 
rainfall of 400 mm in the east of Karamoja and 1000 mm in the west of the region 
(Irish Aid, 2007 in Powell, 2010). Karamoja already experiences frequent flash floods 
and poorly distributed torrential rains, leading to loss of harvests and food insecurity 
(GoU, 2013). 

Picture 2. Herding cattle in the dry landscape of Karamoja

Source: Vilhelmsen Haug, 2013

Soil degradation is also a serious problem in Karamoja (Mayer, 2014). In times of less 
rainfall, the soil dries out, and heavier rainfall creates larger and more rapid over-
flow, increasing the chance for floods and erosion. Flooding in addition to drought 
is a major problem in Karamoja, as it washes away planted seeds and crops (GoU, 
2013). Floods also reduce the productivity of land, resulting in further declined food 
production (UNFCCC, 2012). In semi-arid and arid areas in Africa, growing seasons, 
crop potential and the area suitable for agricultural activity is predicted to decrease 
with climate change (UNFCCC, 2012). 

Climate change is also anticipated to cause a shift in epidemics and diseases. 
Warmer weather and prolonged rains will increase incidences of malaria and other 
tropical diseases, already widespread in the area (GoU, 2013). With limited access to 
health facilities and resources available for their services, this will put an additional 
strain on the people. These prolonged droughts, erratic rains and flash floods also 
increase the incidence of pests, vectors and diseases in plants and livestock (ibid.). 

Pastoralists have always been vulnerable to climate variations because of their 
reliance on rainfall and access to water and pasture. Threats to the environment in 
Karamoja are already present, and include overgrazing of pasture, a reduction of soil 
quality, overburdening of water resources, loss of biodiversity, and the depletion of 
wild foods, animal forage and firewood (Kagan et al, 2009). While famine and bush 
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fires are already the norm during dry spells, the advance of climate change will only 
prolong and worsen these situations (GoU, 2013). 

3. lEAVInG kARAMojA BEHInD

Internal migration has for a long time been an integral and critical part of the Kara-
mojong’s livelihood strategy, and seasonal migration is part of a Karamojong’s life. 
Migration was associated with wet and dry seasons, where cattle were moved in 
search for more food. When migrating, the Karamojong would establish ‘stock asso-
ciates’ and long-term connections between patriarchs across district borders (Stites 
et al, 2007). Children were sometimes sent to live and work with these stock associ-
ates, especially in times of severe drought, and would return when conditions were 
better (ibid.). Regarding the Bokora people, said to have the highest numbers of out-
migration, Stites et al states that “out-migration … is a distress adaption of a previ-
ously existing and effective coping mechanism that involved negotiated and planned 
movement between stock associates and relatives” (Stites et al 2007:24). Presently, 
migrants rely on a network of Karamojong in urban areas and districts (IOM, 2013a). 
In some situations, family and information networks inform potential migrants 
about labour availability (Stites et al, 2007). People sharing familial, village or clan 
connections are more likely to migrate (ibid.).

Seasonal migration patterns tended to be limited within Karamoja and its neigh-
bouring regions, but in the 20th century political and natural shocks has driven people 
to migrate further (IOM, 2013a). Many people are described as having one foot in 
the countryside and one in the city, as a measure of insurance (Stites and Akabwai, 
2012). New migration patterns involve more minors migrating to urban areas to make 
money (IOM, 2013a). Both traditional and current migration is circular in nature, 
meaning that children will often return home with the money that have earned after 
a period of time, and eventually re-migrate in order to earn more (ibid.). Unlike the 
previous mentioned ‘stock associates,’ migrants today tend to more often go to work 
for people they have no previous connection or relation to (Stites et al, 2007). Unlike 
before when migration was mostly limited to the region, more migrants today go to 
Kampala and other big cities (Billings, 2014).

Although migration is a coping strategy, it is a limited one (Mayer, 2014). When 
the Karamojong are asked why they do not migrate or move to somewhere living 
conditions are easier than in Karamoja, the replies are usually that they are unable 
or unwilling to do so (ibid.). This might stem from differences in language, lack of 
education, illiteracy, racism and discrimination, as well as a tradition and culture 
where it is of crucial importance not to invade anyone else’s territory (ibid.). Also, 
as in most migration situations, the lowest-income persons cannot afford to leave. 
“Other people also had hunger, but they lacked the money to travel to Kampala. They 
would have all gone if they could. I saved money by colleting firewood until I could 
afford to go” (interview with a woman at the Kobulin reception site in Stites et al, 
2007:13). Worsening living conditions for people were usually followed by a final 
trigger event that acted as a catalyst for them to migrate (ibid.).2 Both historically and 
currently, more women than men migrate (ibid.). Men are often needed to herd cattle 
at home, while women face a wider range of employment opportunities in the city, 
such as housekeeping, cooking or childcare.

2. Trigger events can be loosing assets through raids, death of a family member, physical or sexual violence, or, if 
a child, neglect.



SEM 2014
107

lIFE AS A MIGRAnT – THE PARTIculAR cASE oF STREET 
cHIlDREn
Children migrating are common, as 50 per cent of the population of Karamoja is 
estimated to be below 18 years old (Knaute and Kagan 2008, in Powell, 2010). 
Almost half of all households in the districts of Napak and Moroto have at least 
one child that has migrated (IOM, 2013a). Trafficking of children from Karamoja 
is also a problem, and IOM reports that they assisted 128 children trafficked for 
labour exploitation in 2013 (2013b). They had been trafficked for the purpose of 
street begging, and said that they were sent to Kampala because there was “no 
money” at home (ibid.). Many of the children were also trafficked in order to be 
used in illegal activities such as petty theft (IOM, 2013c). 
It is difficult for the Karamojong to find jobs in the cities, and they usually end 
up with simple jobs in market areas (Mayer, 2014). Many children also engage in 
begging, either full-time, or in addition to jobs such as sweeping mills, caring for 
other children, unloading trucks, stocking stores or collecting and selling metal 
(Stites et al, 2007). Children are particularly vulnerable, and risk trafficking or 
sexual abuse, or being exploited in the labour force (ibid.). Migrants often lack 
places to sleep in the urban centers, and many end up sleeping outside, where 
they are exposed to crime, potential police and civilian harassment, and possible 
sexual abuse (Stites and Akabwai, 2012). Both boys and girls face abuse by other 
children and grown-ups (IOM, 2013a)
Children also risk being taken in by the police or Kampala Capital City Authority 
(KCCA) when begging on the streets. While the official information on today’s situ-
ation could not be found for this paper, authorities are known to have previously 
done regular ‘round-ups’ of street children where they have been placed in so-
called ‘rehabilitation’ centers, usually run by the Ministry of Gender, Labour and 
Social Development (Stites et al, 2007; interview with Alexander Billings, 2014). 
Centres such as the Kampiringisa Rehabilitation Centre outside Kampala, which 
was originally a low-security place for delinquent children and youths, has served 
as a detention site prior to referral to the Kobulin reception site in Karamoja or to 
the children’s direct return to Karamoja (Stites et al, 2007). The centre is poorly 
resourced and conditions are run-down with hardly any services for the children 
(Billings, 2014). The children are often detained at these centres until somebody 
pays for their release or until they are sent back home (Stites et al, 2007). The 
approach of returning children to their homes has often been unsuccessful, with 
children re-migrating, making it migration of a circular nature (Billings, 2014). 
Uganda has both national and international policies and legal instruments to pro-
tect the rights and welfare of children. The Government of Uganda recognizes that 
there are more children living in the poorer northern regions of the country (GoU, 
2013). The Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social Development (MoGLSD) have 
the responsibility to protect street children, children being exploited for labour and 
those children that suffer abuse and discrimination. For children to be protected 
they must not only be protected against trafficking and exploitation, but also be 
provided adequate nutrition and food security.

People seem to migrate both within and outside Karamoja. The prevalence of 
out-migration among the general population from Napak and Moroto is 16 per 100 
persons (2012 numbers) (IOM, forthcoming(a)). Some go to work on marble quarrying 
and gold mining sites near Moroto and in agriculture in peri-urban sites (Stites and 
Akabwai, 2012). The main activities that migrants engaged in in the cities of Mbale and 
Moroto were selling charcoal, brewing, hawking, selling handicrafts, pushing wheel-
barrows at the market and so on, including other simple jobs (ibid.). Migrants often 
did one job in conjunction with others, indicating that it was difficult to find a steady 
job with regular pay (ibid.). Some jobs were also paid in exchange for getting a place 
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to sleep for the night, or for food (ibid.). Most people migrating in the developing 
world will move to slums, living in inadequate housing with a lack of basic services 
(ibid.). Research among Karamojong migrants found that some form of harassment 
is a problem for most migrants, and they suffer both verbal and physical abuse (ibid.). 

Despite the difficulties of urban life, many people report that they prefer life in 
town rather than rural areas, as there are more coping strategies in urban settings 
(Stites and Akabwai, 2012). Some mentioned benefits of migrating to town were 
information about hygiene, school, bathing, washing clothes, Christianity, paying 
less attention to witch doctors, more land open to agriculture, gaining skills, and 
more inter-marriages (ibid.). People said that there were more economic opportuni-
ties in town, more safety and less hunger (ibid.). Some felt they had gained valuable 
skills as agriculture laborers, and wanted to take the skills home to Karamoja, but 
worried about the rains being unreliable (ibid.).

Despite the environment not being the sole reason for migration from Kara-
moja, the Karamojong can be regarded as environmental migrants. The Ugandan 
government is critically aware of its many internal and international migrants, 
having suffered itself from a civil war creating hundreds of thousands of internally 
displaced people, and being situated among several war-torn countries also pushing 
refugees across their border. Rural-urban migration is creating rapid urbanization, 
and migrants often end up living in slums in the cities. However, there is not much 
focus on environmental migrants in the country as of now, and it is difficult to 
obtain accurate data on migration to and from Karamoja. Besides the region being 
relatively insecure until a few years ago, surveying internal migration in a populous 
country such as Uganda with limited resources can be challenging and a possible 
reason for the lack of statistics. 

4. lEAVInG HunGER AnD InSEcuRITY

During the famine in 2013, a national newspaper reported that about 5000 Karamo-
jong had fled into neighboring Kenya where food was provided by the government 
(Ariong and Emwamu, 2013). Another national newspaper reported that 8000 people 
had to migrate from their homes to nearby areas (Tenywa et al, 2013). Some people, 
including children, had gone to the gold mines to look for gold to sell for food (ibid.). 

Insecurity and widespread loss of livestock are said to be the main reasons for 
leaving Karamoja. “Who is so new in Uganda that he does not know the common 
problems of drought, raids, and disarmament that have affected the Karamojong?” 
(An interview with a man at Kobulin reception site in Stites et al, 2007:8). There is 
a strong link between natural resource capability and population settlement, and 
people are known to leave unproductive areas for areas that are more habitable and 
resourceful. People do not only suffer from food shortage, but also poor sanitation, 
contaminated water, opportunistic diseases, diarrhea and malaria (Mayer, 2014). Still, 
environmental risks and natural disasters are becoming major drivers of displace-
ment and internal migration in Karamoja (IOM, 2013a).

The response mechanisms to climate changes have remained as it was before: it 
incites movement among the pastoralists in search for water and pasture. This often 
leads to conflict as they meet people from neighbouring regions and compete with 
them for scarce natural resources (GoU, 2013). Karamoja have experienced decades 
of insecurity caused in part by the dictator and former governor of Uganda Idi Amin 
Dada’s rule and fall, and the following availability of small arms in the region. Inse-
curity is thus listed as another main reason for migration (Stites et al, 2007). Human 
and livestock security has deteriorated over the past years, and the loss of livestock 
by drought or raids profoundly affects both food security and human security of 
households (ibid.). After the collapse of Idi Amin Dada in 1979, various Karamojong 
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communities looted arms depots in the region, leading to extremely violent cattle 
raids with high casualty numbers (ibid.). Cattle raiding have, however, served as 
both a sociocultural and economic institution for centuries (Gelsdorf et al, 2012) 
but protracted inter- and intra-clan conflicts over cattle and access to pasture and 
resources, cross-border incursions by groups from neighbouring Kenya and South 
Sudan, have all negatively affected the region’s socio-economic development (Powell, 
2010). Despite successful government-lead demobilization programs and decreasing 
casualty numbers from raids and feuds, insecurity remains an important factor in 
understanding the living conditions in Karamoja.

The Bokora are reported to be the ethnic group to out-migrate the largest, in 
terms of both children and adults (Billings, 2014). Disarmament programs have been 
relatively successful among the Bokora, thus leaving them more vulnerable to raids, 
but whether this is the reason for especially high migration numbers from this group 
have not been determined (ibid.). Nonetheless, household surveys in 2013 found that 
there was a decrease in migration among the survey group, but the reason for this is 
not clear (ibid.). 

Picture 3. Town life in Karamoja

Source: Vilhelmsen Haug, 2013

Poverty is another factor concerning migration, and Uganda ranked 161 out of 186 
countries listed in the United Nations Human Development Index in 2013 (UNDP, 
2013), with Karamoja being the poorest region in the country (Gelsdorf et al, 2012). 
According to the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA), 82 per cent of the people in Karamoja live under the poverty line (2008). 
Only 46 per cent of the population has access to safe drinking water, and 8 per cent 
access to sanitation units (ibid.). Poverty is an underlying cause for out-migration, as 
poverty decreases the resources available to cope with environmental degradation 
and climate change. Additional reasons for out-migration are high unemployment, 
poor leadership in the region, domestic violence and/or the neglect or abuse of chil-
dren (Stites et al, 2007). 
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5. IS THE PASToRAlIST lIFESTYlE unDER THREAT?

On the national level there is an on-going discussion on what should be done in Kara-
moja to improve livelihoods and decrease migration from the area. The debate has 
been on the economic viability (and desirability) of pastoralism, the official discourse 
being that it is not valuable to the country’s economy (Powell, 2010; Gelsdorf et al, 
2012). Janet Museveni, Minister of Karamoja Affairs, said that: “… we in the Govern-
ment cannot romanticize about nomadism as a way of life, because it is a danger we 
have to Figure ht like we Figure ht like any other social ills (cited in Gelsdorf, 2012:14).

Government efforts seem to be aimed at stopping and reversing the trend of 
out-migration, with efforts to return the people to their places of origin or to newly 
created settlements in areas “better suited for agriculture” (Stites and Akabwai, 
2012:4). Government policies have previously discriminated against nomadism to 
rather promote agriculture (HRW, 2014; The East African, 2014). Money for food aid is 
supposed to be phased out, making families more dependent on home-grown food, 
such as cassava and potatoes, implying durable settlement in one place.3 Policies have 
undermined traditional livelihoods through promoting ranching, nationalisation of 
key resources, forced destocking and privatisation of rangelands (FEWS NET, 2005), 
thus rapidly dismantling pastoral systems (Vidal, 2011). It seems to be the govern-
ment’s aim to eradicate pastoralism in order to clear land for foreign-owned, mecha-
nised farms, for conservation and for mineral exploitation (ibid.).4 With land being 
sold to foreign corporations to grow biofuels, more ‘conservation’ and mining areas, 
critics hold that this will increase hunger and force more young people to move into 
cities (ibid.). 

Picture 4. Cattle and goats are important livestock in Karamoja

Source: Vilhelmsen Haug, 2013.

3. According to Vidal, this is stated in a leaked letter from Janet Museveni, Minister of Karamoja Affairs (2011)

4. Read more about the consequences of mineral resource extraction in Human Rights Watch, 2014 
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The viability of pastoralism is dependent on the availability of natural resources, 
access to land and environmental factors, and can easily be disrupted by climatic, 
economic and political changes (Blench, 2001), as have been seen in Karamoja. 
However, as Karamoja suffer from erratic and poorly distributed rainfall, pasto-
ralism may be a better-suited livelihood option in this region than sedentism (FEWS 
NET, 2005). Sedentism usually requires a favourable climate for sufficient year-
round resources so that people can survive on the site without moving, and often 
creates an increased demand for natural resources. This involves a transformation 
from foraging to agricultural and animal domestication. With climate change and 
the following probability of rise in temperatures and increase in droughts, animals 
will be more at risk, and conventional farming can become impossible (Vidal, 2011). 
While pastoralists adapt to climate change by moving, cultivators are largely unable 
to respond as they do not know when or what to plant (ibid.), and experts disagree 
on whether sedentarisation will lead to increased livelihood security (Gelsdorf et al, 
2012). There are both benefits and disadvantages to the government’s promotion of 
agriculture, and time will tell if this has been the best strategy to pursue (Billings, 
2014). The goal should be to find a balance between the pastoralist traditional culture 
and national policies largely focused on agriculture (ibid.).

6. WHAT IS BEInG DonE?

Various international and national organizations are working in Karamoja to relieve 
the pressure on the people, providing food aid, running livelihood programmes, 
education programmes, and assisting people in new farming and agricultural 
methods. In the cities, NGOs work with some of the migrants, most often street chil-
dren. IOM is assisting victims of trafficking and helping them resettle in Karamoja.

Extreme climate vulnerability is one of several factors that have made the Kara-
mojong so vulnerable to food insecurity (HRW, 2014). In response to this, relief 
organizations have provided food aid in the region for decades (Stites et al, 2007). The 
World Food Programme (WFP) has a large presence in Karamoja, distributing food aid 
and running other types of programs. The WFP also runs programs for re-forestation 
and soil rehabilitation. However, for these programs to be successful there needs to 
be food production or livestock to graze on this soil, emphasising the complexity of 
solutions (Mayer, 2014).

With regards to environmental hazards, the Ugandan government has undertaken 
several initiatives and measures to mitigate the unwanted consequences. The govern-
ment has a National Policy on Disaster Preparedness and Management, promoting 
national vulnerability assessment, risk mitigation, disaster prevention, preparedness, 
effective response and recovery, in a manner that integrates disaster risk manage-
ment with development programming and planning (GoU, 2010). The report states 
that “despite a growing understanding and acceptance of the importance of disaster 
risk reduction and increased disaster response capacities, disasters and in particular 
the management and reduction of risk, continue to pose a national challenge. 

The National Development Plan deals with climate change, identifying the 
constraints and highlighting objectives, strategies and interventions that should be 
implemented to address climate change concerns (GoU, 2013). The Uganda Vision 
2040 plan also states actions that should be undertaken to address climate change, 
and calls for funding from both international and local finance institutions (ibid). 
The National Climate Change Policy is still being drafted, but is supposed to be an 
important response to climate change in Uganda, laying down objectives and strate-
gies that will address climate change within each sector, such as agriculture (ibid.). 
The National Adaption Plan of Action (NAPA) was launched with support from the 
Global Environment Fund (GEF), and its objective is for ‘Least Developed Countries 
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(LDCs) to identify priority activities that respond to their immediate need to adapt 
to climate change (ibid.). 

Pilot projects are being implemented across the country to strengthen the 
people’s resilience to climate change impacts, but have been challenged by lack of 
funding and/or low capacity of local governments to integrate the adaption activities 
(GoU, 2013). Uganda is also party to the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Kyoto Protocol, both obliging Uganda to put in 
place mitigation and adaption measures to address the causes and effects of climate 
change, as well as undertake education and awareness programs (ibid.). 

The ‘Ministry of Karamoja Affairs’ was established in 1998 and is today headed by 
Janet Museveni, President Museveni’s wife. The Karamoja Livelihoods Improvement 
Programme (KALIP) is a European Union funded programme supporting livelihoods 
production in Karamoja for agro-pastoralists. In Nakapiripirit some women formed 
the Tokora Community Disaster Management Committee to identify the hazards 
affecting them (GoU, 2013). They have also established a cereal bank and mobilized 
funding to buy cereals from farmers during harvest, which are sold back to the 
farmers at subsidized prices during shortage (ibid.). As the government is trying to 
diversify livelihoods, a creation of markets to sell the new agricultural and animal 
products must take place (Mayer, 2014). Today, there is a lack of markets both within 
and outside Karamoja, making this approach even more challenging (ibid.).

Picture 5. Women carrying wood back to Moroto, Karamoja

Source: Vilhelmsen Haug, 2013

In 2008, the Ministry of Health highlighted the need for access to clean water 
for livestock and humans, and the government attempted to provide water tanks to 
benefit the Karamojong livestock, and reduce the need to travel the long distances 
in order to water the animals (in Powell, 2010). However, tanks were often empty 
and not geographically evenly distributed, partly due to insecurity in the region and 
high maintenance costs (Ministry of Health, 2008, in Powell, 2010). Another initia-
tive taken is the drilling of boreholes, but Kagan et al, argue that this is not the best 
solution, fixing grazing to specific locations and decreasing pastoral mobility (2009). 
Overgrazing also becomes more common around the boreholes, leading to soil 
erosion, loss of biodiversity and increased food insecurity (ibid.).

Climate change is a relatively new concern in Uganda, and is still gaining 
momentum (GoU, 2013). Research has shown that most levels of the population have 
a limited awareness of climate change, hindering implementation of policies and 
reduction of risks (ibid.). There is, however, no doubt that the impacts of climate 
change will be severe, especially in the agricultural sector, which is mostly subsistence 
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in nature and rain fed (ibid.). Prolonged droughts reduce crop yields and unreliable 
rainfall patterns challenge people’s ability to produce or purchase sufficient food. 
Climate change will potentially cause food insecurity for households, malnutrition, 
poor health, and eventually death (ibid.). 

Despite well-articulated policies, policy and program implementation has not 
been optimal (GoU, 2013). Many programs and much funding have been given to 
projects in Karamoja, but results can be hard to determine. It is described as a diffi-
cult area to work in with limited opportunities, with high levels of illiteracy, climate 
degradation, in a post-conflict setting (Mayer, 2014). The government argues that 
financing at the initial levels is a major constraint to successfully implementing the 
above-mentioned initiatives (GoU, 2013). 

7. THE FuTuRE FoR THE kARAMojonG AnD kARAMojA

This paper examines the harsh environmental conditions the pastoralists in Kara-
moja face, and how this contributes to the rural-urban migration that is taking 
place. Climate change is likely to continue the current trend of successive poor 
rains, increase drought-related shocks and cause unpredictable and sometimes heavy 
rainfall (Oxfam, 2008). Out-migration is therefore likely to continue or rise in the 
same way as it has for the past few years. However, an increase in temperature and 
rain intensity during the short rains, October to December, may also lead to longer 
access to wet-season pasture and less frequent drought (ibid.). Nevertheless, possible 
negative implications of this can be livestock succumbing to heat stress, agricultural 
encroachment on grazing land, increased flooding and the further spread of wet 
season diseases (both among humans and livestock) (ibid.). 

Further research should be done on the consequences of climate change, how 
these will affect the people living in Karamoja, and what can be done to mitigate the 
detrimental results of it. The challenges of climate change must be seen in connexion 
with other factors affecting the region, such as the pastoralist way of life, poverty 
and insecurity. Attention should be given to the Karamojong’s own voice on how 
to cope with climate change in the area, as they can certainly be said to be experts 
on this. Instead of disregarding pastoralism as a viable and beneficial way of life in 
Karamoja, traditional practices incorporating modern developments could prove to 
be the most effective way to ensure livelihoods.

Gaps in state’s preparedness to climate change come from inequality, lack of 
political will and poverty, and leads the lowest income countries to be the least able 
to ensure their population’s food security (Oxfam, 2014). Hunger is not inevitable, 
but climate change is worsening food security situations around the world (ibid.). 
The lowest income people spend most of what they earn on food and unfortunately 
are the ones most severely affected when food crises hit. 

Migration has been a survival strategy in search of water and pasture in dry 
areas for centuries, but migration patterns have changed recently, with more chil-
dren migrating, and migrants moving further away. It is uncertain what becomes 
of these migrants, as there is little data that can establish whether they stay in the 
city, whether they move on to new places, or whether they go back to Karamoja. 
Migrants, especially children, often end up on the streets of Kampala begging or 
doing other simple jobs to survive. Many Karamojong that come to the cities end up 
living in slums (Billings, 2014). There is a need for more data on contemporary migra-
tion patterns, concerning destinations, the time spent away, and the reasons for 
moving, remittances and return patterns. New financial systems are being formed, 
with extended social networks and remittances, but little is known about the bene-
fits of these (Stites and Akabwai, 2012). 

How the Karamojong will be able to adapt to climate and environmental changes 
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will depend on the response from the government and international partners. Inter-
ventions so far seem unlikely to affect migration flows (Stites et al, 2007). However, 
as numbers from IOM shows, child migration was lower in 2013 than in 2012 (IOM, 
forthcoming(b)). Suggested reasons for this is improved collective efficacy, a percep-
tion of safety, livestock ownership and increased food security (ibid.). If these factors 
continue to improve, migration can be further reduced.

The government’s approach seems to be improving livelihoods for the Karamo-
jong in Karamoja, and an attempt to resettle those migrants who have reached the 
city. Livelihoods for the Karamojong must be ensured, for both those who live in 
Karamoja and those who already live in the city. Some argue that migrants from 
Karamoja should be considered as internally displaced people rather than economic 
migrants, which is the government’s view today (Sundal, 2010). This would then 
ensure United Nations protection during resettlement, limit displacement, and avoid 
human rights violations (ibid.). 

It should be of careful consideration whether the government’s approach of 
improving livelihoods in Karamoja is a beneficial long-term solution for the Kara-
mojong, or if this approach is causing more harm than good. The questions that will 
be raised in regard to resettlement are both ethical and practical. What will be the 
livelihood basis at resettlement sites, and how will this prevent people from simply 
migrating once more? It is likely that rural-urban migration will continue as climate 
change intensifies droughts and floods, thus decreasing food security. As more Kara-
mojong reach the city, networks with people back home will increase the likelihood 
of more people migrating. Their life in the city will depend on what approaches the 
government will take to migration, increasing security and livelihood options for the 
Karamojong there, or focusing on resettlement and improved livelihood options in 
the region. ♦
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Newtok: struggle, survival 
and recovery1

T
hree sides of saltwater seas delimit Alaska: the Beaufort and Chuckchi 
seas (north), the Bering Sea (west) and the Gulf of Alaska (south). The 
state of Alaska has 33,900 miles (54,563 km) of shoreline and around 
10,000 rivers, which make Alaska the largest state of the United States. 
Alaska is also one of the least populated states with 680,000 inhabit-
ants of which 13 per cent are Alaska natives. Most Alaskans live in 
cities but the majority of the state is who sparsely populated with 
small communities of indigenous populations that live in rural areas 

in the northern part of the state and in interior Alaska. Indigenous communities 
are divided in 6 groups2 and many of these natives live in villages close to the sea 
or river and depend largely on hunting, fishing and gathering wild plants for food. 
Climate change effects are occurring faster than many climate models predicted. As 
a result, Alaskan natives face unprecedented challenges to adapt. Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change describes in its last reports on the polar region (IPCC, 2014) 
that dangers include flooding in coastal communities, erosion, heavy rainfall, storms 
and snow melts. According to the Alaska Division of Homeland Security, since 1978, 
there have been more than 228 flooding events that led to state disaster declara-
tions for 119 different Alaska communities and 40 per cent of these flood disasters 
occurred from 2000 to 2008 with 23 occurring in 2005 (U.S. Governement Account-
ability Office, 2009.). The effects of climate change are believed by both the IPCC 
and the State Officials to be increasing. Climate change effects, especially erosion 
are well documented since the 1980s, both communities and state agencies devel-
oped a long-term strategy for protection (Robin Bronen 2013). The GAO reported 
in 2003 that 184 (86%) of the 213 communities were affected by severe flooding and 
erosion. The Immediate Actions Work Group (IAWG) in 2006 identified 6 communi-
ties that are the most imperiled communities by flooding and erosion. (Bronen,R. 
2011.) The GAO reported that 12 villages have decided to relocate in part or entirely as 
an option largely because of flooding and erosion. Of those 12 villages, 4 communi-
ties (Shishmaref, Kivalina, Newtok, Shaktoolik) require entire relocation instead of 
moving infrastructure to higher ground. Consequently, because a catastrophic event 
could emerge in those communities within the next 15 years, their only alternative 
is migration. Hence, because of their geographic location, these communities must 
relocate if it desires a sustainable future. Newtok is the most advanced community 

1. From the Newtokmoves.org

2. 6 groups compose the Alaska natives: Unangan (Aleuts), Alutiiq (Pacific Eskimos), Inupiat (northern eskimos), 
Yup’ik (Bering sea Eskimos) Athabascan (interior Indians) Tlingit and Haida (southeast Coastal Indians). 
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in the relocation process.  This paper begins with an overview of the situation in 
Newtok. It then analyzes the community-driven relocation process (part 2). Finally, 
the paper will identify the challenges, what can be the policy changes and lessons 
that can be learned. (Part III)

1. oVERVIEW oF clIMATE cHAnGE In nEWTok

Newtok is a Yupik Eskimo village located on the Ninglik river, close to the Bering Sea. 
The village’s ancestors have lived on the Bering Sea for more than 2,000 years. Newtok 
is clustered around 63 houses  (Bronen, 2011). No roads lead to Newtok and the only 
access to the community is by airplane (seats maximum 10 persons). Airplanes deliver 
basic necessities such as food but due to extreme weather conditions, days can pass 
without any ability to travel.  The community settled in its current site in 1950 when 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs imposed a requirement that children attend school. At 
the beginning of the fifties, around hundred people lived in the community but since 
then, the population has tripled. According to 2010 census, 354 people reside in the 
community. It was identified in December 2003 as an imminently threatened village 
that needs to be relocated. Newtok was successively declared as flood disaster area 
in 2004 and in 2005. Flooding from a 2005 storm turned the village into an island 
for several days and the Ninglick river barge was completely destroyed making it 
extremely difficult to deliver basic supplies such as fuel to the village.

1.1. Newtok: impacts and vulnerability. 
It was observed that a combination of gradual ecosystem changes and rapid onset 
extreme environment events threaten the village (Bronen, 2013). Newtok sits on top 
of permafrost in one of the largest river delta in the world. Consequently, in thaws 
period and with warmer temperature, the village becomes muddy and has no bearing 
capacity. Permafrost3 is melting mainly due to temperature increases. The GAO 
observes the increase in temperature led to thawing of permafrost, provoking severe 
degradation of villages’ shorelines and riverbanks that slump, erode, and threaten 
the communities to see the infrastructure to sink into the earth. Melting of sea ice 
leaves communities and shorelines extremely vulnerable to storm and waves. It is 
the combination of thawing permafrost, temperature changes, wave action and river 
current that is accelerating the erosion. Erosion is causing the Ninglick River to move 
closer to the village. Villagers observed that “every year during the storm season, that 
river can take away up to 300 feet a year (…)” Every year storms are getting worse, 
and floods more intense”.(Goldenberg, The Guardian, 2013)  The state spent around 
1.5 million USD to control the erosion between 1983 and 1989. Nevertheless, the Army 
Corps of Engineers estimated that the highest point of the villages (the school) could 
be under water by 2017.   (NPR 2013)

Climate change not only has ecological impacts mentioned above, but impacts on 
the community as well. 

3.  Permafrost can be defined as permanently frozen subsoil, which is found over 80 percent of Alaska, it keeps the 
land intact, together and especially habitable along the northwestern coast in Alaska. 
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1.2. Mains areas of vulnerability:
Subsistence activities, health, safety, and infrastructure services. 

Subsistence activities:
Climate change affects fish stocks4 that are constrained to migrate to cooler places 
or even disappearing altogether, leaving millions of people without food and source 
of income. Changes in vegetation patterns clearly affect migration patterns of bird 
and animal life, which will in turn impact the ability of Alaska natives to gather their 
traditional food (Bronen 2013). Climate change affects both terrestrial and marine 
habitats, which have consequences nutritionally and culturally for Alaskan Natives. 
It is harder to predict availability, movement, and behavior of animals as Stanley 
Tom, tribal administrator said “The snow disappears way late. That is making the 
geese come at the wrong time. Now they are starting to lay their eggs when there 
is still snow and ice and we can’t go and pick them (Goldenberg, 2013).” However, 
the increased variability and uncertainty have also effected  social, economical and 
cultural activities. These subsistence activities are interwoven into the fabric of their 
lives and form the foundation for continuity between generations by promoting 
the basic values of Alaska native culture. Hence, climate change caused the Newtok 
community to change their old-centuries routines. This variability and uncertainty 
is costly for those populations because it is important to highlight that Alaska is the 
most extensive area of poverty in the United States (GAO,2009) in terms of house-
hold income and has the highest cost in commercial goods because of their isola-
tions. Consequently, given this economic difficulty, indigenous communities are 
completely dependent on their local environment (for food, transportation and their 
survival) and have lived off the land and sea for millennia.

4.  The marine mammal that are dependent on sea ice for their habitat are disappearing such as: bowhead whales, 
beluga, whales, seals, walrus, polar bears and a strong decline in salmon stock. (Bronen 2011)  

Figure 1. Alaska Village Erosion Newtok ( Corps of Engineers. Alaska Village 
Erosion Technical Assistance Program 2006.)
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(Example relating to changes in timing of fish. Source: Shearer, Christine. The Political Ecology of Climate 
Adaptation Assistance: Alaska Natives, Displacement, and Relocation. Diss. U of California, Santa Barbara, 2012. 
N.p.: Journal of Political Ecology, 2012. Print.)

Health and safety
Climate change started to have impacts on the health of communities. According 
to the Center For Climate and Health Alaska native tribal health consortium, 
climate change increases “vulnerability to injury, disease, mental stress, food inse-
curity and water insecurity.” The Center For Climate And Health reported that the 
Northwest Artic region has the highest rate of respiratory infections. As a result 
of a lack of central water supply and treatment sources, Alaskan communities 
have higher rates of respiratory and skin infections. It was observed that climate 
change is causing stress due to environmental conditions and fear related to secu-
rity and safety (Center for Climate and Health, 2011).

Loss of infrastructure
In 1996, the village dumpsite eroded in the Ninglick River, effecting nearby 
residents. In 2005, the primary barge eroded into the Ninglick River. Barges are 
essential during summer because they deliver essential supply for community. 
The loss of barge landing severely impacted the village, now lacking cost-effec-
tive fuel delivery for power sources in the village. Despite the fact that a new 
barge landing is essential, it is not possible because of erosion. Consequently, as 
climate-induced ecological hazards increase and Newtok’s decision to relocate, it 
has limited capital investment in existing public infrastructure (Bronen NYU). In 
addition, Newtok lacks a new sewage disposal system because of their decision to 
relocate. The community is also facing saline intrusion impacts, which deterio-
rates the potable water. Coastal erosion ultimately affects the lives of people in 
this community.

Several options are available to solve this crisis:  stay in Newtok and control 
erosion, collocate to other established villages in the region or relocate the entire 
village to other new site. 

2. RElocATIon AS THE onlY RESPonSE To THE cRISIS

Erosion control is nearly impossible and the US Army Corps engineers recognized 
that then collocation alternative would destroy the Newtok community identity. 
Therefore, relocation is the only solution to protect community residents. In its 
last report IPCC stated that “decreased sea ice thickness and extent, less predictable 
weather, severe storms, sea level rise, changing seasonal melt/freeze up rivers and 
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lakes, change in snow type and timing, increasing shrub growth, permafrost thaw 
and storm-related erosion which in turn are causing such severe loss of land in 
some regions that a number of Alaskan coastal villages are having to relocate entire 
communities”. (IPCC. 2014. Polar regions. IPCC WGII AR5 Chapter 28. p18) IPCC 
recognizes that there are important threats for Alaskan communities that have no 
choice than to relocate. 

2.1. Selection of the site: a solution to the crisis
In 1994, the Newtok traditional council began a relocation planning process by 
analyzing 6 potential villages. The council produced criteria to evaluate the reloca-
tion site’s habitability for the community:  “Good soil foundation for village devel-
opment, no erosion, land suitable for an airport, good barge access and access to 
subsistence”. Consequently, according to those criteria the council selected the 
northwestern part of the Nelson Island (fifteenth largest island in the US), which 
is located nine miles away from the current site. 3 communities are located on this 
island with 1.065 residents and 75% of the land is currently inhabited. It is impor-
tant to underscore that the Yupi’k made sure that they did not trespass on subsist-
ence areas of other villages by choosing the northwestern part of Nelson Island. No 
road lead to or from the relocation site and there are no pre-existing infrastructure. 
The community decided to call the new site Mertarvik (Yupi’k name) that means “ 
getting water from the spring”.  However, contrary to what we might think, migra-
tion for Alaska natives is not something new. Historically, the ancestors of those 
communities migrated towards several coastal and inland for hunting and fishing to 
gather subsistence harvests. They moved according to the seasons to follow the “wild 
game” and fish on which they are mainly dependent (Bronen 2013). However, the US 
Department of the Interior’s Bureau of Education imposed that children must attend 
school, which created a shift in their migration pattern in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century. As a result, the building of schools, sewage systems, water 
and electricity infrastructure led to a reversal from seasonal migration to the instal-
lation of permanent settlement at the school site chosen by the federal government, 
reducing the community’s ability to move (Bronen 2013). 

Climate change effects are therefore affecting communities’ ability to adapt to 
their changing environment through their traditional migration pattern. This change 
created a new set of dependencies on the government to respond effectively to envi-
ronmental changes (Bronen, Chapin 2013). Erosion, which is partly a natural process 
and the principal cause for displacement for Alaska Native, becomes an issue for 
the reason that communities are tied to the land and built infrastructure such as 
schools, power plants, and health clinics. Traditionally, communities could migrate 
easily from areas affected by erosion because they did not rely on built infrastructure 
(Bronen 2013). Therefore, it was not the first time that Newtok had to migrate because 
in 1949, the community relocated from “Old Keavalik” to the current Newtok to avoid 
flooding and find a suitable ground for a new school. As a result, Mertarvik must 
be their last move. As a traditional council member said, “this will be our last final 
move. Mertarvik is going to be a lifetime permanent location, higher ground with 
rock underneath”. For these reason, the inhabitants chose carefully the location and 
voted three times (1996, 2001, 2003) to relocate. The community was opposed to the 
notion of collocation with other communities. As Stanley Tom, tribal liaison for the 
Newtok Traditional Council declared in “we opposed to colocation to 100 percent (…) 
we are all relatives here, we want to be together as much as we can.” (Bronen,R. 2011.)

How to obtain ownership of a land?
Nelson Island is owned by federal government and managed by the US Fish and 
Wildlife Service (USFWS). The phase of the acquisition of the land are as follows 
(Robin Bronen 2011): First, the community needs the support from the Newtok 
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Native Corporation;5 Secondly, obtain approval from the United States Fish Wildlife 
Service; Thirdly, the community needs Congress to authorize the land exchange and 
enact the legislation, which was done on November 17, 2003.

Environmental considerations in Mertarvik 
Mertarvik was chosen for its important natural resources. Nevertheless, the commu-
nity was part of environmental studies since 2006, to outline anticipated impacts and 
cumulative impacts on protected resources due to their settlement. (Community of 
Newtok and the Newtok Planning Group. 2011). Listed below are several examples of 
the Newtok community assessment on Mertarvik and within Nelson Island:

Table 1. Community of Newtok and the Newtok Planning Group. 2011 Relocation 
Report: Newtok to Mertavik. Rep. 

Categories Assessment

Birds and waterfowl
Mertarvik is rich in bird species in diversity and home 
of large number of nesting waterfowl. It is also one of 
the most productive areas in the world of geese.

The settlement of a community in the northwestern 
part of Nelson Island will have limited impact 
to waterfowl habitats. There is a potential for 
temporary and permanent loss of waterfowl 
habitat through construction of improvements and 
temporary construction disturbance. 

Wetlands, vegetation
Wetlands consist of wet tundra within the majority of 
relocation area lands.  Any ground disturbance would 
likely have an effect on wetland habitats. 

Temporary and permanent impacts to wetlands are 
anticipated as a result of community development at 
Mertarvik. 

Cultural resources
Several archeological sites are closed to the 
northwestern part of Nelson Island. 

Sites are located one mile from Mertarvik but no 
historic properties would be affected by the proposal 
construction of infrastructure. 

To sum up the community is anticipating the cumulative impacts to protected 
resources of Mertarvik, especially through avoidance, mitigation plans and minimi-
zation. Nevertheless, some cumulative impacts are not anticipated. 

2.2. The relocation process

The actors: key components of the relocation success. 
State and federal agencies
In 2007, the governor of Alaska created the Alaska Climate Change Sub Cabinet to 
implement a climate change strategy for the state, immediate action workgroup is 
one of the advisory of the sub cabinet. State and federal government are co chairs 
and this work group issued recommendation to the governors and address the imme-
diate humanitarian needs of the communities forced to relocation. 

5. Robin Bronen explains that the Newtok Native Corporation (NNC) was created according to the Alaska Native 
Claims settlement that required indigenous tribe to be organized as profit or non profit corporation to receive tittle 
to the surface and subsurface land rights. These corporations were developed on the regional and village level. 
The village corporation is allowed to give to any member of the community the land used by that occupant as her 
home or subsistence campsite. The Newtok Native Corporation played an active role in the acquisition of Mertarvik. 
Tom Stanley, newtok’s tribal administrator (equivalent of a mayor) underscored in one of his presentation, the NNC 
attempted for years to reach an agreement with USFWS, it obtained services of lobbyist at the federal level, secured 
the backing of Alaska congressman and Senators in Washington D.C and negotiated the terms of the transfer. NNC 
is the unique ownership of the land whereas the council is the only one authority governing the site with several 
state and federal agencies to make the relocation easier. 
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Newtok Planning Group:
The Newtok Planning Group is a multi level interdisciplinary government work-
group in Alaska focused on relocation created in May 2006 from an ad hoc series of 
meetings. The group is unique in Alaska in its multidisciplinary and multijurisdic-
tional structure. Its main objective is to identify agency resources and to establish a 
strategy for assisting Newtok in its relocation. 

The governor of Alaska declared that NPG should “act as the state coordinating 
agency to coordinate with other state and federal agencies to propose long term 
solutions to the ongoing erosion issues (…)”. No State or Federal Agency govern or 
guide the relocation process, on the contrary they are guided by a collective desire to 
provide assistance to the Newtok Traditional Council. 

Communities
The Newtok community is a key actor in the relocation process because they are 
not just participating but leading the process. The community set the direction and 
priorities, pushing funding opportunities, as well as building a skilled labor force. 
(Mertarvik relocation plan). The building of skilled labor force demonstrates the 
community’s commitment to move.  Recently, 17 community members completed 
3 months of training in construction, electrical and mechanical trades. Hence, by 
gaining skills, the community will be able to build and maintain their new commu-
nity.  Newtok is the only authority that makes the final decisions on action. Conse-
quently, Mertarvik does not depend on the agenda of individual government depart-
ment. In 2012, the Newtok traditional council passed a set of guiding principles that 
must be apply and promote in the relocation process by partner and all the commu-
nity residents. The relocation process has to be defined by the Yupik way of life. 
(Community of Newtok and the Newtok Planning Group 2011). Here are few exam-
ples of what can be found in the guidelines: 

… remain a distinct, unique community – our own community, stay focused on our 
vision by taking small steps forward each day; make decisions openly and as a commu-
nity and look to elders for guidance; our voice comes first – we have first and final say 
in making decisions and defining priorities, by implementing nation-building princi-
ples and working with our partners; no matter how long it takes, we will work together 
to provide support to our people in both Mertarvik and Newtok; development should 
reflect our cultural traditions. (Community of Newtok and the Newtok Planning 
Group. 2011 :27)

Harvard University’s project on American Indian Economic Development 
observed that if the community was not taking the lead, some government agency 
would have decided that the “best option” was to collocate with other tribal villages. 
Residents took the lead because they did not want to lose their ties as unique 
people. Land in Yup’ik identity is crucial; it is critical to stay within ancestral terri-
tory. Mertarvik is a solution to stay connected to each other and to their physical, 
economic and cultural heritage. As it was mentioned in the Harvard project: “This 
community-driven approach has helped the village work successfully with complex 
bureaucracies, even though a majority of Newtok residents are not fluent in English.”

Design and development of Newtok’s relocation plan 
The Newtok Planning Group (NPG) is engaged in a multi-year effort to establish a 
strategic relocation planning process. Despite all the challenges that faced NPG, they 
succeeded with other agencies to build key infrastructure such as barge landing, six 
homes and the foundation of an emergency evacuation center that will serve as a 
temporary emergency shelter for Newtok residents, after the move, it will become 
the Mertarvik Community Center. The US Army helps with the construction for 5 
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years through its Innovative Readiness Training Program6, which provides military 
personnel with real-world training on civilian projects. In 2009, Army personnel 
began to work on a barge landing facility that allows equipment and materials to 
be shipped to the new site and the construction of an access road that connects the 
barge landing to the future village followed. Each of these projects was developed 
with supervision of the Newtok residents and leaders and built with funding from 
numerous sources, including the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, the Alaska Depart-
ment of Transportation and Public Facilities, the Alaska Department of Environ-
mental Conservation, the U.S. Department of Commerce, and the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. (Harvard Project, 2010) Mertarvik will reflect the community’s layout and the 
University of Harvard noted that the community center’s cultural element includes 
two huge steam baths, storage areas for hunting and fishing gear, and space for cold 
storage of fish and game. Elders’ knowledge helped orientate the new buildings by 
taking into account sun, wind, and snowdrifts.(Harvard Project, 2010) 27 million has 
been spent in Mertarvik so far, but currently no electric, sewage or water system  exists 
at the new site. However, because the relocation process is too slow, in October 2013, 
villagers accused their own council of “failing to hold regular elections, and raised a 
petition to through out the leaders and replace Stanley Tom (Tribal Administrator)” 
(The Guardian, 2013).  Dissidents voted for a new council and installed their own 
leaders but Patricia Cochran, director of Alaska Native Science commission reveals 
that the upheavals is typical from native communities that are confronting climate 
change. She adds, “I do not think you would find one community that says they are 
happy with the pace that’s gone on”. 

Table 2 Table with future cost and how long does the community have  (Source: 
Aveta Report 2006, Newtok relocation could run as high as $130 million, or 
$350,000 per villager)

Community Cost of future erosion 
protection

Cost to relocate How long does the community 
have*

Bethel $ 5.000.000 N/A >100 years

Dillingham $ 10.000.000 N/A >100 years

Kaktovik $ 40.000.000 $ 20-40 Million >100 years

Kivalina $ 15.000.000 $ 95-125 Million 10-15 years

Newtok $ 90.000.000 $ 80-130 Million 10-15 years

Shishmaref $ 16.000.000 $ 100-200 Million 10-15 years

Unalakleet $ 30.000.000 N/A >100 years

*These numbers assume no future erosion protection, including that listed here, is not implemented.

Moreover, 2 years ago, Newtok launched a website7, newtokmoves.org to be 
able to raise fund from business and individuals. “We want to raise the money to 
move our village by doing it the American way: hard work, community and faith. 
We don’t want taxpayer money to fund all of our projects and stimulate what little 

6. The innovative Readiness Training provides real world training opportunities for our service members and units to 
prepare them for their wartime missions while supporting the needs of America’s underserved communities. (http://
irt.defense.gov/)

7. The missions of the newtokmoves.org website are to show exactly what is taking place in their village, from the 
devastating flooding, erosion and government red tape, to the  new native businesses that will fund their growth and 
allow the village to move 375 residents across the river and out of danger.
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economy  we have. We want to build an economy that will last and continue to 
provide for our village for generations to come.”(from NewtokMoves.org) They also 
want to create new native businesses to fund their own growth and allow them to 
move their 375 residents. 

4 phases
The community sets up 4 stages for the settlement of the community. They will not 
move all at the same time but it will occur through a process that is incremental and 
organic in nature. (Community of Newtok and the Newtok Planning Group 2011) 

1. Getting ready
This phase correspond to current phase of the relocation. This phase include site 
selection, building the basic infrastructure such as road, barge landing and water 
wells. 

2. Pioneering
Upagluteng means pioneering in Yupik, which refers to the traditional practice of 
moving with seasons. Six homes are already built to shelter the first pioneers at 
Mertarvik. Nevertheless, the families that chose to pioneer will not leave full time 
without the structure to ensure their safety. They will live during the summer and 
winter months. The Newtok Traditional Council hopes that this pioneering phase 
will motivate others move and in doing so, boost confidence for needed infrastruc-
tures (Community of Newtok and the Newtok Planning Group 2011). This step is 
important because it will send a clear message to agencies that it is really happening 
and that the community is serious about the move. For the community, pioneering 
is an opportunity to return to traditional ways of life. 

3. Transition
An increasing number of community members will make the move (100 or more). 
With more and more people, more infrastructures will be in place, such as bigger 
health services, airports, landfills, stores, and community greenhouses might be in 
place during this phase. 

4. Final stage
Final move of all residents to the new town. Villagers do not really know when this 
step will happen, for some they are losing hope because the process is taking too 
long. 

3. HoW To oVERcoME THE DIFFEREnT cHAllEnGES ?  

3.1. Newtok’s relocation challenges:
Challenges that are facing Newtok and more generally communities that are threat-
ened by climate change were summed up by the tribal administrator of Newtok, 
Tom Stanley:  “no agency has [the] authority to lead relocation efforts; no funding 
specially for relocation, patchwork funding from agencies and grants and getting 
fund take time that we don’t have. We can’t keep up erosion.” (Bronen 2013)

No agencies have the authority 
Many reports by federal agencies recognized that no agency has the authority to 
relocate communities, no governmental organization exists that can address stra-
tegic planning needs of relocation and the logistics of decommissioning the orig-
inal community location, including hazardous, waste clean-up and preservation of 
cultural site. (Afifi, Tamer, and Jill Jäger, 2010) Hence, there is a lack of leadership and 
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a multitude of agencies that have their own program, funding priorities, authorities 
and fiscal rules that are not able to conduct multi-agency cooperation efforts (Alaska 
Village Erosion Technical Assistance Program, AVETA, 2006) Newtok is dealing 
with more than 25 different federal, state, tribal and nonprofit agencies (Bronen, 
Climate-induced community relocations). Other villages such as Kivalina that in 
search for relocation face the same problem. Janet Mitchell (Kivalina City Adminis-
trator) is convinced that «the relocation would move faster if we had a lead entity, 
someone focused on relocation» and she would prefer to have «a group of people 
from different agencies. That would make it more powerful. Everyone would have a 
voice. Including Kivalina.» (Shearer, 2012)This lack of leadership created inefficiency 
because they are not ensuring that villages in the greatest peril get the highest in 
priority for assistance. Consequently, currently policies hinder the relocation efforts 
(Shearer,2012). Agencies lack the technical, financial and organizational capacity to 
relocate communities.

No relocation policy 
There is a need to strengthen risk mitigation and relocation measures.  As stated by 
Janet Mitchell, tribal administrator of another village threatened by coastal erosion: 
«The word relocation doesn’t exist on the federal level, and I doubt that it exists at 
the state level» (Shearer, 2012). She also stated “at the federal, state, and tribal levels, 
there is a lack of clearly defined risk mitigation protocols and resettlement proce-
dures that would trigger more pro-active measures to ensure Kivalina’s safety.” 

No specific funding is dedicated for relocation
Gap in the US legislation. “It is not as if you suffer a drought, a hurricane, tornado, and 
you can apply for disaster relief…” (Goldenberg in NPR, 2013). Moreover, according 
to Chapin and Bronen in their article in 2013 they demonstrate that the erosion is 
currently the primary cause and a significant hazard faced by Alaskan coastal commu-
nities but it is not included in the list of major disasters in the Stafford Act.

Suzanne Goldenberg, award winning journalist for the Guardian, in her article8 

bemoan the fact that “climate change moves too slowly to be recognized as a disaster 
and because you need to move people now, before the disaster occurs”) Erosion is 
not included in the Stafford Act which mean that communities cannot apply for 
funding.  As Robin Bronen declared in an interview for The Guardian “We weren’t 
thinking of climate change when federal disaster relief legislation was passed (…) Our 
legal system is not set up. The institutions that we have created to respond to disas-
ters are not up to the task of responding to climate change.” The Stafford Act and 
its amendments require that funding must be spent to restore infrastructures back 
to their disaster, not to move them altogether. ( Petersen, Backer Institute Alaska, 
2012). However, communities in Alaska are living in locations which are inhabit-
able. Consequently, they are not able to receive government funding (Bronen 2011) 
The actual Federal Emergency Management Agency can only operate for immediate 
disaster, hence this agency is reactive and not proactive. 

Ack in assessing climate change
No method exists to determine whether and when a community can no longer be 
protected in place with traditional flood and erosion control. 

8.  Goldenberg, S. « America’s First Climate Refugees in Newtok, Alaska. » The Guardian. N.p., 13 May 2013. Web.
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Statutory barriers
Current policies discourage the building of new infrastructure at the relocation site. 
For instance, the Alaska department of transportation requires at least 25 students in 
order to build a school.

Consequently, US legislation (in regards to the post-disaster recovery and hazard 
mitigation statutory framework) led only to inflexible answers to random extreme 
weather events. Their main responses are to rebuild and repair infrastructure in place 
and protect population from future hazards through erosion and flood protection. 
(Goldenberg, The Guardian, 2013) Nevertheless, as Kivalina experienced, protection 
community in place with rock walls or sandbags are unsuccessful in Alaska despite 
that millions of dollars have been spent. In September 2006, Kivalina (north of 
Newtok), after having received a new construction of millions of dollars of seawall, 
federal government came to celebrate its completion. Everything, however, had not 
gone as planned, a storm damaged the seawall before the celebration and provoked 
cancelation of the celebration by the official. After a year, another storm damaged 
the seawall. 250 residents were evacuated because the seawall was unable to protect 
them. Hence, technology is inefficient currently to protect people who are living in 
vulnerable risk-prone. 

3.2. The potential solutions that can move the relocation forward:
The policy recommendations are mainly coming from Robin Bronen articles. She 
is a human right lawyer that works for a long time on the case of Newtok.  As more 
and more Americans are aware and concerned by Artic climate change; new sets of 
policies are more than needed. The United States of America needs to imagine a new 
response framework for erosion. 

Two axes can improve the relocation process; on the one hand, creating reloca-
tion and on the other hand, governance policies that go along with new institutions. 

“Climigration” 
The first policy recommendation that can be made is to give a clear definition of the 
displacement category ‘climate-induced migration’ and profile the population groups 
that must move (Bronen, 2009). This definition will be the foundation to create a legal 
and institutional framework to relocate communities. Robin Bronen observes that it 
exists three drivers of climate-induced migration creating therefore, three categories. 
Consequently, each type of migration will need a specific institutional framework. 

Table 3 Three categories of migrants (Bronen, 2013)

Extreme weather events (hurricane, tornadoes) Individuals and household

Depletion of ecosystem services (salt water 
intrusion, drought)

Mass migration (entire communities) are forced to 
evacuate temporarily.

Ongoing ecological changes caused by the 
combination of the two mentioned above.

Mass migration (entire community) are forced to 
relocate permanently.

Climigration would be the best word to describe what is occurring in Alaska but 
also elsewhere. Climigration is a specific type of permanent population displace-
ment that occurs when community is required to protect residents from climate-
induced biophysical changes that alter ecosystem, damage or destroy public infra-
structure and repeatedly endanger human lives (Bronen 2009). Climigration is 
different from migration because it implies that there is an inability to return home 
because home may underwater or sinking.  “Climigration” creates a new set of indi-
cators for governments and non-government actors to identify when to collectively 
and collaboratively shift from the traditional post disaster recovery response to a 
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community relocation process (Bronen, 2011). Those indicators will help to deter-
mine which communities are most at risk and to relocate. In Alaska, the indicators of 
socio-ecological vulnerability demonstrating that relocation is required may contain:
 – 1 Repetitive loss community infrastructure
 – 2 Imminent danger to the community from the on-going ecological changes and 

repeated random extreme weather event
 – 3 No ability from community expansion
 – 4 Number of evacuation incidences
 – 5 Number of people evacuated
 – 6 Predicted rates of environmental change
 – 7 Repeated failure of hazard mitigation measures
 – 8 Viability of access to transportation, potable water…
 – 9 Decline in socio-economic indicators, food security, loss of livelihood

Therefore, forced migration due to climate change must be clearly defined and 
have a specific framework response that is distinct from other environmental catas-
trophes that also cause people to migrate. 

After defining the building foundation, the next steps are to create relocation and 
adaptive governance policy frameworks.  

Relocation policy
As a human right lawyer, Robin Bronen included on relocation policy, human right 
principles that must govern the relocation process. The social, economic and cultural 
rights of individuals have to be protected during the relocation process (Bronen 
2009). Relocation policy must begin with a community vote and relocation site 
process with the approval from the community. For Robin Bronen, these principles 
in the relocation policy framework will enhance the resilience capacity of communi-
ties by addressing socioeconomic issues, such as lack of economic development and 
poverty, which can contribute to communities’ vulnerability.

An adaptive governance framework as a potential solution. 
A multi-level and multi-disciplinary governance framework is crucial for relocation 
because it involves a wide range of actors. Consequently to have an adaptive govern-
ance structure, several changes could be  needed.

Amendments 
The Stafford Act should be amended to include erosion effects. The term “natural 
catastrophe” should be extended to include gradual and recurring climate induced 
ecological processes. This would let the President to declare such circumstances as 
disaster and release funds for predisaster hazard mitigation.

Change in Federal and State statutes to specifically permit Federal disaster relief 
funding to be used and federal agencies to participate in building new infrastructure 
and relocating an entire community to a relocation site when durable adaptation is 
impossible to the current site location (Bronen and Chapin, 2013)

Those two amendments will allow communities threatened by climate-induced 
ecological changes to shift from disaster recovery to community relocation (Bronen 
2013). 

New institutions
It is necessary to create institutions in order to implement relocation policy and new 
governance. 
 – The existing community government must have the authority to be a key leader 

and decision maker in the relocation process.
 – Clear organizational structure to implement efficiently relocation policy. 
 – Federal and state relocation would be responsible for implementing: process 
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framework for relocation planning and implementation and an operational 
framework for the actual relocation. 

 – States and Federal statutes should outline the institutional framework and 
funding for the relocation process. 

 – Define the governance authority at the relocation site
 – Clear statutory guidance about the role of local government. 
 – Interdisciplinary, multi sector approach will foster local governing institutions in 

identifying potential solutions. 
 – To resolve the funding, state of Alaska can dedicate a portion of oil revenue to 

climate measure. 
A lead agency is essential to provide commitment, direction and unity of purpose. 

This lead agency would then be able to tap the skills and abilities of the other agen-
cies to accomplish task within their fields of expertise. (Shearer, 2012)

3.3. Lesson learned through the case of Newtok
However, what is happening to Newtok could affect millions of people all over 
the world. Approximately 10% of the world’s population lives in coastal communi-
ties (10m or less above the seal level).  Newtok’s relocation process is a good model 
for other communities because it created a governance structure with the Newtok 
Planning Group that bring community, federal, state, tribal governmental and non 
governmental together in the relocation process to help the community by building 
infrastructure at the relocation site. Certainly as Larry Hartig, commissioner of 
Alaska department of environmental conservation declares, “We are construing the 
track as we go. We’re trying to find the track and putting it in front of the train.” 
The main lesson that can be learned from Newtok is that local leadership is essential 
because the community had to compensate the lack of lead agency. The commu-
nity is serving “as both as the glue and directors of the efforts to date” (Commu-
nity of Newtok and the Newtok Planning Group, 2011). It is important to engage the 
community in decision-making process from the start. It is not an easy task because 
a cultural and language gaps can exist; hence, ensuring communication is crucial. The 
coastal Lousiana Tribe9 is also facing the same situation than Alaska coastal commu-
nities. The Isle de Jean Charles was recently affected in 2012 by Hurricane Isaac and 
people raised their homes to adapt to land loss and the rising waters. It was observed 
that in the 1950s, the Isle was about 5 miles by 12 miles whereas nowadays, the land is 
around ¼ mile by 2 miles. This diminution is partly a result of oil and gas companies 
but it is also due to intense coastal erosion and saltwater intrusion. Costal Louisiana 
has experienced one of the highest rates of relative sea level rise in the world, with 
8 inches in the last 50 years (Koppel Maldonado,2013).  The Isle no longer has natural 
protection against hurricane and storms. Since 2005, the tribal community faced 6 
major storms. If nothing is done, the Isle will disappear by 2050. Here again, the 
traditional chief is working to relocate together “those who have scattered and those 
who would like a communal safe haven”.(Community of Newtok and the Newtok 
Planning Group, 2011)  He explained that, “people want to come back to the commu-
nity. We have to come together to ensure the land belongs to us while we move 
to a safe location” The community leaders pushed for relocation in 2002 through 
the Army Corps of Engineers, and also in 2009, but just as the Newtok community 
met regulatory challenges of relocating an entire community without internal and 
little external funding. As Julie Koppel Maldonado notes10 that after the BP disaster in 
2010, representatives of Newtok, Isle de Jean Charles, and other Louisiana and Alaska 

9.  Grand Bayou Village, Grand Caillou/Dulac, Isle de Jean Charles and Pointe-au-Chien Indian Tribes

10.  The Impact of Climate Change on Tribal Communities in the US: Displacement, Relocation, and Human Rights,
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at-risk coastal communities came together through the work of an academic center 
and a religious congregation to develop people-to-people learning exchange, as well 
as advocacy through local and national social and political structures and systems. 
She also reveals that those communities traveled to each other’s lands and commu-
nities to learn what each is experiencing and take the knowledge back as advocates 
on the others’ behalf. The communities continue the knowledge exchanges and 
co-learning based on local, citizen science and traditional ecological knowledge. 

Newtok not the first and not the last…
Climate change is affecting communities around the world. In Alaska, climate-
induced ecological changes caused by a combination of gradual ecological processes 
and extreme weather events are damaging community infrastructure, threatening 
lives and the well being of community residents, altering the habitability of indig-
enous communities. Therefore, relocation is the only available solution but the 
current legislation such as the post-disaster recovery or hazard mitigation laws are 
not designed to respond to permanent displacement. Communities that want to relo-
cate such as Newtok that was our case study are facing policy and practical challenge 
that hinders the process. Newtok is projected to be underwater by 2017 but in 2013, 
only 6 homes were built and no one has move at the new site. Newtok is currently 
the only Alaskan communities advancing in the relocation process.  Federal agencies 
had declared that 11 Alaskan communities are in imminent danger. Hence, it’s time 
for the United States of America to respond to climate-induced relocation and imple-
ment efficient policies in order to relocate rapidly threatened communities. The USA 
have an incredible opportunity to take the lead and create a new model of adaptive 
governance and a set of new institutions that can facilitate an effective transition 
from protection in place to community relocation that government throughout the 
world faced with “climigration” can implement (Bronen, 2011). ♦
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lAETITIA lESIEuRE1

Earthquake-induced 
internal displacement and 
cross-border migration  
on Hispaniola in 2013

S
ince and earthquake hit the country on January 12, 2010, two 
important hurricanes and a tropical storm have affected Haiti. All 
caused material damages as well as human casualties. All added 
to the harsh toll of displaced people – particularly the ones living 
in so-called “tent cities” in and around Port-au-Prince, the capital 
city of Haiti. The first floods occurred in the south of the country 
less than two months after the earthquake (Carroll, 2010). Hurri-
cane Thomas hit later that year, on November 4 and 5, killing 21 

people, destroying and damaging 6,340 houses, and affecting 6,610 families. Tropical 
storm Isaac hit on August 24 and 25 of 2012, killing 24 people, injuring 42, destroying or 
damaging 1,005 houses. It affected 8,189 families. Hurricane Sandy, just two months 
later, at the end of October 2012 killed 54 people, injured 21, destroyed 6,274 houses, 
and damaged another 21,427 houses. It affected 39,058 families and caused extensive 
damages to crops (OCHA, 2013). This type of natural disasters regularly affects Haiti, 
due to its vulnerable position on the hurricane belt. Four similar storms hit Haiti in 
2008, for example, each causing substantial damage and casualties (See Gütermann 
and Schneider, 2011). Moreover, other environmental issues may aggravate the impact 
of such natural catastrophes. That is particularly the case of extensive deforestation 
and soil erosion (CIA, 2014). This timeline of events (OCHA, 2013) that followed the 
2010 earthquake aggravated the living conditions of people who had already been 
displaced; it caused additional forced displacement, and had a great role in some 
people’s decision to leave the area of Port-au-Prince or the country entirely. Some 
people who were considering leaving the area of Port-au-Prince may also have seen 
the cholera outbreak, an indirect consequence of the earthquake, as the last straw 
and a critical factor in their decision to leave. The first case of cholera was confirmed 
on October 19, 2010 (OCHA, 2013). After the earthquake, urban planning and recon-
struction efforts have strived to take these environmental risks into account.

Post-earthquake displacement and migration flows have been and still are 
complex. This is due partly to the fact that the earthquake epicentre was so close 
to the densely-populated urban area of Port-au-Prince, and partly to the history of 
Haitian migration patterns. 2010 flows did not only go out of Port-au-Prince, and 
2013 flows are not limited to internally-displaced people leaving camps. Rather, post-
earthquake displacement and migration flows on the island of Hispaniola are an 
intricate mix of forced and voluntary movement, internally or cross-border, alone or 

1. The author would like to thank Alicia Sangro and Bridget Wooding. 
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with relatives, returning or leaving, rural or urban. In many situations, it is also diffi-
cult to know when and where the flows will end. The movements that have attracted 
most attention in 2013 have been a mix of positively and negatively perceived flows. 
On the one hand, people voluntary leaving camps or voluntary returning to Haiti – 
whatever the final outcome – have generally received extensive and positive media 
coverage. On the other hand, forced evictions and repatriations have received exten-
sive and negative media coverage, for obvious reasons.

In the fall of 2013, a Dominican Constitutional Court ruling made international 
headlines and brought the challenges faced by Haitian migrants back to the fore-
front. Ruling 168 regards irregular migrants and their descendants in the Dominican 
Republic in general, and deprives them of nationality rights. This caused international 
outcry, although this very principle had existed in Dominican legislation and prac-
tice for several years. It also served as a reminder of the differences between inter-
nally displaced people within Haiti, and forced Haitian migrants in the Dominican 
Republic due to the earthquake. Bridget Wooding uses the concept of “invisibility” to 
describe the situation of migrants in the Dominican Republic (Wooding, 2014). They 
may have left their country as a result of the earthquake, but they do not benefit 
from a specific legal or social status; and due to the known hostility of the Dominican 
media towards Haitian migrants in general, most voluntarily choose to blend in with 
the other migrants and keep a low profile. On the other hand, internally displaced 
people following the earthquake in Haiti are visible, if not as individuals, at least 
as a group, even though this public image tends to leave aside internally displaced 
people who do not live in camps or in the Port-au-Prince area. Also, they benefit from 
international legal protection as internally displaced people. This is what Wooding 
calls the legal “protection gap” that separates internally displaced people in Haiti and 
forced Haitian migrants in the Dominican Republic (Wooding, 2014).

This discrepancy is also to be found in the data available on the topic, particularly 
in the case of quantitative data. The International Organization for Migration (IOM) 
has collected and made available a great deal of both quantitative and qualitative data 
about internally-displaced people (IDP) sites in and around Port-au-Prince, gathered 
through the Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM) project set up in mid-2010. Camps 
and the people living in them or leaving them are rather closely monitored. However, 
as soon as we leave this urban locus, when displaced people become dispersed, as 
well as willingly or unwillingly invisible, collecting data is much more difficult. This 
is particularly the case when they cross the border, often illegally, and blend in the 
anonymity of large groups of Haitian migrants in cities such as Santiago de los Cabal-
leros or Santo Domingo. Some cross-border flows that can be monitored or for which 
data can be obtained regards deportations by the Dominican authorities or people 
participating in the IOM or other Non-Governmental Organizations’ return programs.

1. InTERnAl DISPlAcEMEnTS In 2013

1.1. Framework: international actors, NGOs and the Haitian State
The year 2013 has been marked by an increased involvement on the part of the Haitian 
government regarding the situation of internally displaced people. This represents a 
shift from the initial international response that received a lot of criticism partly 
because they did not include the government as much as they could have in the 
decision-making process as well as in the actual setting-up of solutions for displaced 
people. It is also a shift from the pre-earthquake situation in Haiti, marked by a lack of 
government accountability, weak institutions, and flawed or lacking public services. 
On the other hand, it should be acknowledged that it was difficult for the government 
to act and get involved right after the earthquake, as the disaster had destroyed many 
government buildings – including the Parliament and the presidential palace – as well 
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as schools and hospitals, and killed a quarter of all civil servants in Port-au-Prince 
(Sherwood, 2014). One of the major advances in the direction of increased government 
involvement has been the announcement, in October 2013, of a National Housing and 
Habitat Policy. The Unité de Construction de Logements et de Bâtiments Publics (UCLBP), 
created in 2011, is behind the project, in collaboration with international organiza-
tions and other State committees. The project looks at questions of funding, coordi-
nation of the different actors involved, and risk assessment, among other points. It 
aims at providing Haitian people with decent, affordable housing in urban settings 
(Joachim, 2013). This project goes to show the government’s desire to extend its reach 
beyond Port-au-Prince on a national scale, and address the much criticized lack of 
urban planning, as urban population went from 40% of the total Haitian population 
in 2003 to 48% in 2013 (Joachim, 2013). The government’s involvement in the issue of 
housing was also visible through the UCLBP participation in the World Urban Forum 
in Medellin, Colombia at the beginning of April 2014. Finally the government also 
took the initiative in other fields, such as a “Roadmap for earthquake risk reduction 
in Haiti” which includes awareness-raising among the population and professional 
training to prevent and respond to this type of disaster. The Haitian government 
also collaborated with the Dominican Republic on a “Green Border” project, through 
which 400 hectares of land have been reforested “in an effort to make the country 
more resilient to natural disasters” (UNDP, 2014). This shift is crucial in a context of 
decreasing international funding. Although it may seem reasonable that interna-
tional funding should have diminished since 2011, what is more worrying is that the 
percentage of actual funding compared to required funding has also decreased. In 
2010, 73.3% of the required funding was actually provided; this percentage fell to 56% 
in 2011, 46% in 2012, and 40% in 2013 (OCHA, 2013).

“Supporting Durable Solutions to Displacement” is an analysis of the work of 
international organizations, local NGOs, and the Haitian government. It compares 
their efforts to the Inter-Agency Standing Committee’s (IASC) “Framework on 
durable solutions for internally displaced persons.” Its authors draw a mixed balance 
of their successes and failures. One of the main challenges for any actor in Haiti 
is cooperation and coordination. Three reasons the authors give for this are the 
frequent rotation in staff, the lack of accountability mechanisms, and wariness 
between actors coming from different backgrounds and approaches, with varying 
skills, experience and capacity. More recently, international actors have strived to 
better include the Haitian government at a national level, as well as Haitian organiza-
tions and the internally displaced people themselves, for example in camp settings. 
They have set up discussion groups and have made an effort to better inform inter-
nally displaced people about their options. 

These recent changes are limited, however. Bryant Harris for Al-Jazeera has said 
that “even though the United States offered USD3 billion in aid for Haiti after the 
earthquake, less than one percent of the USD1.3 billion in obligated USAID funds – 
money designated specifically for Haitian recovery efforts – has gone directly to local 
Haitian groups.” According to Jake Johnson of the Centre for Economic and Policy 
Research (CEPR) “When so little of the funding reaches Haitians themselves, it takes 
them out of the decision-making process and ensures that aid programmes are not 
actually responsive to the needs of people on the ground.” The lack of transparency 
and controversies about the use of international funding has been a source of disap-
pointment (Harris, 2014). With that in mind, the US House of Representatives passed 
the “Assessing Progress in Haiti” Act on December 12, 2013. It has yet to be approved 
by Congress (Institute for Justice and Democracy in Haiti, 2013). Moreover, there 
is still progress to be made in terms of cooperation between international actors 
themselves. According to the authors of “Supporting Durable Solutions to Displace-
ment,” there is still a tension today between humanitarian and development actors, 
because of their different approaches to displacement and the needs of the country 
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following the earthquake. Development actors focus on reconstruction, more than 
on displacement itself. The authors argue that these approaches could actually be 
reconciled and would result in more efficient responses to the actual needs of the 
internally displaced. Another difficulty for the coordination of international actors 
has to do with a possible misunderstanding of the situation. While the situation in 
Haiti is complex, due to the fact that the actors have to deal with a “mega-disaster” 
in an urban location in a context of extreme levels of poverty, leaving the camps is 
not equivalent to the end of displacement. Moreover, displaced people face chal-
lenges that are specific to their situation and that are different from the challenges of 
other people who face poverty but have not been displaced, or who have returned to 
their home since 2010. Finally, these different types of organizations have different 
objectives that do not always match internally displaced people’s view of their own 
needs. For instance, many people living in camps actually expressed the opinion 
that employment should be a priority, even higher up on the list than a solution to 
displacement. There is also a tension between those working on emergency response 
and the immediate needs of displaced people, and those working on long-term 
projects (Sherwood, 2014).

1.2. Internally displaced people in and around Port-au-Prince: the 
situation in 2013
January 2014 has been an opportunity for many to draw a balance four years after the 
earthquake. Journalists had mixed feelings about the slow decrease in the number of 
people living in internally displaced people sites in and around Port-au-Prince (Huff-
ington Post, author unknown, 2014). Port-au-Prince and the surrounding communes 
have gone from as much as 1.5 million internally displaced persons (Sherwood, 2014) 
to 146,446 in December 2013, and from 1,555 internally displaced people sites at the 
highest to 271 sites in December 2013. This represents an 89% decrease in the number 
of internally displaced persons living in sites (CCCM, 2014). There is no consensus 
on these estimates. According to other sources, there were still between 170,000 and 
200,000 internally displaced persons in January 2014 (Collectif haïtien pour le droit 
au logement, in RFI, 2014). Opinions on the progress of reconstruction are mixed too 
(Institute for Justice and Democracy in Haiti, 2013 / RFI). Some are pessimistic and 
criticize the lack of efficiency of the reconstruction process. However, Patricia Weiss 
Fagan in “Receiving Haitian migrants in the context of the 2010 earthquake,” argues 
that “there is evidence that recovery is proceeding – at least insofar as the repair and 
replacement of damaged structures and roads.” Moreover, it is difficult to assess this 
progress because of the pre-existing challenges in this field. For instance, according 
to the authors of “Supporting durable solutions…” Haiti lacked around 300,000 
housing units before the earthquake. To that number has to be added around 105,000 
houses destroyed and more than 188,000 houses severely damaged by the earthquake. 
They also note that the challenges of reconstruction were highly underestimated. 

International organizations have focused most of their attention and funding 
on Port-au-Prince and on camps (Sherwood, 2014). The so-called “tent cities” are the 
first thing coming to mind when thinking about internal displacement following the 
earthquake. One the reason for this is that at the highest, almost half of the Port-
au-Prince population lived in camps – most of them in the same neighbourhood 
or commune where they lived before the earthquake. However, it has had negative 
consequences on the Haitian countryside and on the people who initially decided to 
leave Port-au-Prince and move in with some extended family or host family outside 
of the Port-au-Prince area. The lack of resources in rural Haiti combined with the 
lack of attention on the part of international organizations meant that these areas 
were not able to cope with the arrival of the internally displaced, and could give them 
no employment opportunities or relief. Moreover, as the word spread quickly that all 
the help was to be found in Port-au-Prince, many decided to return to try and benefit 



SEM 2014
139

from it (Weiss, 2013). The issue then was that these “large numbers of residents who … 
returned there” did so “not because the city was (or is) ready to receive them. Rather, 
it was because other options inside and outside of Haiti failed to resolve their plight,” 
and this “added to the burdens of the aid givers” (Weiss, 2013, p.5).

Internally displaced people living in camps in Port-au-Prince have often not seen 
their living conditions improve in 2013. Journalists and human rights actors often 
emphasize the poor sanitary conditions in the camps. In the case of the 29 remaining 
camps in the administrative commune of Port-au-Prince in December 2013, the 
IOM, as part of the Displacement Tracking Matrix project, has noted that bathing is 
only present in 4 camps, water provision in 4, and waste management in 2 (CCCM, 
2014). Security has also been a big topic for 2013, as displacement and the very fact 
of living in camps – lacking basics such as “proper lighting, or having to venture out 
alone to find clean water” (Chen, 2014) – has increased vulnerability. The authors of 
“Supporting durable solutions…” have mentioned that armed gangs have sometimes 
attacked camps or kidnapped administrators. Moreover, there have been many cases 
of rape and sexual violence in the camps. In November 2013, IOM announced that it 
had received USD 600,000 from the US State Department’s Bureau for Population, 
Refugees and Migration “to provide immediate relief to victims of sexual and gender 
based violence” in camps. The IOM strategy includes urgent medical assistance, refer-
rals, relocation support, awareness-raising, and working with local actors for preven-
tion. Between January and November 2013, 325 such cases have been reported to the 
IOM Haiti Protection Unit (Sangro, 2013b). Part of this issue has to do with what has 
been called “survival sex” or “transactional sex,” in cases when “women and teenage 
girls have no other options but to sell their bodies to make a little bit of money to 
provide for themselves and their families” (Legatis, 2012). KOFAVIV (Commission of 
Women Victims for Victims) is a local organization established in 2004 and working 
with rape survivors from camps (KOFAVIV).

There are two main ways of leaving a refugee camp in 2013: get a rental subsidy, 
and be evicted. The latter is an issue that has many worried. On 1,555 internally 
displaced people sites open in July of 2010, 178 have been closed since then due to 
forced evictions. Armed gangs or individuals claiming they own the land on which 
the camp has been set up carry out these evictions, sometimes with the help of the 
local police. The risk of eviction is higher in camps that have been set up spontane-
ously and/or on private land. IOM considers that on the 271 sites still open in February 
2014, there are 102 camps, that is to say 38%, risking evictions. This represents 57,948 
individuals that is 40% of all internally displaced people in the Port-au-Prince area. 
There are not many options available to internally displaced persons who have been 
evicted from the site where they used to live. Some move to another site, some try 
to get help from their community or relatives. To respond to that issue, IOM has 
targeted a few camps specifically through their return program, to help people leave 
before they are evicted. 41 camps are being specifically targeted for this program. The 
majority of the population of Port-au-Prince and its surrounding area were renters 
before the earthquake, and it was determined that more than 75% of the remaining 
internally displaced people in sites would be renters after leaving the camps. For that 
reason rental subsidy has become the second most used housing help after transit 
shelters. In 2013, 90.5% of families who have received some form of help to leave the 
camp they lived in have actually received rental subsidies (Sherwood, 2014). Several 
return programs exist, some completed with other forms of financial help such as 
microcredit to open a small business. Some have also been set up in coordination 
with development actors and their reconstruction efforts. Rental subsidies have 
been criticized, however, because many people could not afford their new housing 
once the subsidy – that generally lasts for a year – came to an end (Sherwood, 2014). 
Amnesty also noted that the USD500 per year that were given as part of the 16/6 
government project were not sufficient to afford decent lodging for a whole family. 
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Moreover, the program does not include assistance to find said lodging. The 16/6 is an 
initiative launched in 2011, in collaboration with IOM, PNUD and the International 
Labour Organization, with the purpose of encouraging families to voluntarily leave 
camps. Six camps were targeted and the people were to find a place to rent in one of 
16 neighbourhoods. Additional camps were targeted in the following years (Amnesty, 
author unknown, 2013). 2013 was an opportunity to draw a balance of such projects, 
and the outcome was often mixed, as the aid had run out by then and the solution 
proved unsustainable in the long run. Some also fear that a uniform subsidy does 
not take into account individual needs and vulnerability. The authors of “Supporting 
durable solutions…” argue that closing the camps should not be considered as a long-
term objective or an accomplishment in and of itself.

1.3. Internally displaced persons agency in Haiti
An early criticism against the way most international organizations worked in Haiti 
regarded the lack of mechanisms to try and include internally displaced people 
themselves in the decision-making process and use their opinions for needs assess-
ment. This has changed a little. In many cases, the establishment of a rental subsidy 
program also meant that the organization in charge took the responsibility of clearly 
informing and consulting with the targeted population of their options. The authors 
of “Supporting durable solutions…” mention that this was often done in person, 
which gave internally displaced people the opportunity to discuss or ask for clarifica-
tions. These existing processes have an important role during the transition, when 
people decide to leave the camp they live in voluntarily. 

The majority of displaced people have looked for their own solutions to displace-
ment. According to the Displacement Tracking Matrix data, 246,000 families have 
leaved the camps spontaneously since 2010. 795 camps have closed after their inhab-
itants have left by their own means. This often equates to relying on one’s own 
economic resources, but also on kinship and social networks, as well as on one’s 
community, for the people who remained in the same commune and/or neigh-
bourhood after the displacement. The earthquake has sometimes been the source 
of a renewed sense of solidarity within displaced and non-displaced groups. Some 
communities have organized themselves after the earthquake and taken on a new 
and bigger role (Sherwood, 2014). The authors of “Supporting durable solutions…” 
mention, for instance, collective strategies for the guarantee of security: such as 
community patrols, interrogation of newly arrived people, denunciation of sexual 
violence, and creation of community ID cards. Communities have also helped inter-
nally displaced people financially to get back on their feet.

Solutions to displacement do not always involve return or further displacement. 
Recently, international workers and local NGOs have been more inclined to consider 
the possibility of camp regularization and integration. This refers to the transition of 
an IDP site from camp to regular neighbourhood, integrated in the host community, 
thanks to the government granting public land. This, however, is a whole process 
including assessing environmental risks of the location, deciding how to divide the 
land between the inhabitants, installing sanitary facilities and other basic services 
such as electricity and water. However, in a context where available urban land is 
more and more difficult to find, international organizations are increasingly open to 
this solution.

The main challenge for anyone trying to make sense of the situation of internally 
displaced people in Haiti in 2013 is to understand that closing the camps cannot be a 
long-term goal, and that further movements have to be monitored, as the situation 
outside camps brings new challenges. Moreover, coordination between international 
organizations, local NGOs, the government and the people themselves, is crucial to 
better assess the needs of the displaced and provide an optimal solution.



SEM 2014
141

2. cRoSS-BoRDER MoVEMEnTS In 2013

2.1. Traditional migration patterns in Hispaniola
The lack of quantitative, if not qualitative data, on Haitian people who crossed the 
border following and as a result of the earthquake is due to two elements. On the one 
hand, there is no legal framework protecting forced displaced people outside of their 
country of origin due to environmental disasters. On the other, because of the tense 
relationship between Haiti and the Dominican Republic, particularly on the topic of 
migration, many of the people who left Haiti to cross the border have chosen to cross 
illegally and remain invisible. They would rather “be treated as any other migrant,” 
despite the fact that the context of their departure has been very different (Wooding, 
2014). This is also due to fears of expulsion, particularly for people who have crossed 
the border illegally. To better understand the position that these displaced people 
find themselves in, in 2013, it would be interesting to take a look at the traditional 
patterns of migration towards the Dominican Republic previous to the earthquake, 
as this history now frames the perception as well as the daily lives of the migrants.

The 1970s and 1980s have seen the development of an extensive literature on 
Haitian sugar-cane cutters in the Dominican Republic. This research, which continued 
into the 2000s, focused on the violations of the migrants’ fundamental rights, mostly 
by sugar companies. It also denounced the social isolation as well as the discrimina-
tion that these communities suffered from, because they were poor and uneducated, 
and because of the colour of their skin. Migration was mainly seen as a result of the 
economic hardships that plagued Haiti, and many authors underlined the irony of 
the situation of these migrants who had left poverty only to find themselves in a 
similar economic situation again on the other side of the border (Ferguson, 2003). 
However, migration flows from Haiti have not always been caused by economic chal-
lenges. Haitians have also left their country for political reasons and as a result of 
political violence throughout the 20th century, as the government underwent a series 
of coups and dictatorships. The 1991 coup d’état, for instance, is often cited as having 
caused the forced migration of tens of thousands of Haitians across the border. This 
move may be temporary or not. According to Bridget Wooding, “beyond the labour 
migration which has been known for a century, the Dominican Republic serves as a 
temporary and informal refuge at times of political crisis or important natural disas-
ters” (Wooding, 2011). This is crucial to understand the movements that followed the 
earthquake. However, the usual response of the Dominican government – as well 
as other receiving States – should also be taken into account: these forced migrants 
often remain unrecognized by the authorities, and expulsions have continued to take 
place regardless of the personal history of the migrants (Wooding, 2011).

There are no reliable census Figure ures on the number of Haitian migrants living 
in the Dominican Republic, as most Haitian migrants in the Dominican Republic 
are undocumented and cross the border anbal fil (literally “under the wire,” that is 
illegally) (Wooding, 2013). According to the Dominican Oficina Nacional de Estadísticas 
(ONE), there were a little over 450,000 Haitians in the country in 2012, (Centro Bonó, 
author unknown, 2013) but other estimates have gone as high as 1.5 million (Ferguson, 
2003). The Haitian community in the Dominican Republic is far from homogenous. 
It is a mix of involuntary and voluntary, long term and short term, documented and 
undocumented, rural and urban migrants and their descendants born in the Domin-
ican Republic. They work in tourism, agriculture, construction, manufacturing, and 
domestic work. They are often perceived as poor, and it is true that a great part of 
Haitian intellectuals and elite have chosen to leave the island altogether (Ferguson, 
2003). Some but not all of these migrants also maintain links with Haiti. These cross-
border kinship and social networks have become all the more crucial after the earth-
quake. John Salt considers the border an economic rather than a legal obstacle, as 
many people – from smugglers to Dominican officials – have helped or closed their 
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eyes on Haitians crossing the border undocumented, reflecting the many vested 
economic interests in illegal Haitian migration. These economic interests in undocu-
mented immigration have not stopped the Dominican authorities from organizing 
day-to-day individual and group expulsions as well as occasional mass expulsions. 
One such instance of large-scale forced expulsion took place under Balaguer in 1991. 
Behind this type of operation is often the perception that Haitians are a threat to 
Dominican culture and identity. An extreme example of that prejudice took place 
during the Trujillo era: in 1937, the Dominican authorities perpetrated a massacre 
on the Dominican side of the border, killing around 15,000 Haitians. These events 
are still present in the Dominican collective imaginary and are part of the history 
of Haitian presence in the Dominican Republic. This history has framed all cross-
border movement to the Dominican Republic, including that of people displaced by 
the 2010 earthquake. According to the IOM, 200, 000 Haitian people have crossed the 
border following the earthquake. The Dominican government had a positive reac-
tion to the immediate emergency and gravity of the situation, but this changed after 
a few months. 

2.2. Haitian earthquake migrants in the Dominican Republic in 2013
In several papers, Bridget Wooding, director of the OBMICA think tank, has under-
lined her concern about the lack of protection for displaced people who cross the 
border as a result of a natural disaster in the context of the 2010 earthquake in Haiti. 
After the first flow of people seeking emergency health care crossed the border, bene-
fiting from the Dominican “open borders” policy, cross-border movements went 
back to what they used to be: on the one hand, people relying on their kinship and 
social networks to cross and get back on their feet on the other side of the border, or 
relying on smugglers; on the other, expulsions organized by the Dominican authori-
ties. Thus, these people, who faced specific challenges due to the earthquake, not 
only could not benefit from any international law or guidelines or framework to 
protect them, but became undistinguishable from “regular” migrants. They became 
the latest wave of migration in the history of Haitian migration to the Dominican 
Republic, with no special status. No national legislation was put in place in the 
Dominican Republic to create a protected status for this specific type of migrants, 
perhaps partly because they were so difficult to distinguish from other migrants. 
This was, to a certain extent, voluntary. Aware of the hostility that Haitians migrants 
can be met with in the Dominican Republic, many “prefer being treated as any other 
migrant” and keep a low profile (Wooding, 2014). They were also difficult to identify 
because they blended in among other migrant communities in urban settings, for 
example in Santiago de los Caballeros or Santo Domingo, the two biggest cities of the 
Dominican Republic, home to important Haitian communities.

It would be a mistake to think that the movement of people displaced because of 
the earthquake has come to a halt or has decreased in 2013. Expulsions and returns 
account for a very important part of the flows, but displaced people also move for 
other reasons, mainly in search of more economic opportunities. For that reason, 
they leave the countryside or the small towns along the Dominican side of the border 
that they had first settled in, and move Santo Domingo. Others have decided to leave 
the island entirely, often in hope of reaching Puerto Rico or, more recently, Brazil, 
where it is said that one can get a work visa for up to five years rather easily (Wooding 
2014). Unfortunately, there is little to no data available on the status and situation of 
Haitians who are being forcibly deported back to Haiti. For that reason, it is particu-
larly difficult to evaluate the possible number of earthquake migrants that have been 
affected. The phenomenon of expulsion existed before the earthquake and after an 
approximately six-month break directly following the earthquake, expulsions started 
again, possibly at an even higher rate than before January 2010. According to the 
Dominican Dirección General de Migración (DGM), which organizes and supervises 
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the deportations, 8,553 deportations took place in 2009, 3,005 in 2010, and 40,071 in 
2011 (Centro Bonó, author unknown, 2013). The Dominican army has also declared it 
had deported 47,700 Haitians between August 2012 and September 2013. The Jesuit 
Refugee Service as well as the Centro Bonó have reported and denounced several 
collective deportations that took place in 2013. They have pointed to the fundamental 
rights abuses that occur during transport and in detention centres. In its “Observa-
torio de Derechos Humanos” publication concerning January to September 2013, the 
Centro Bonó asserted that the migratory status of the migrants was not taken into 
account during arbitrary round-ups by the DGM. This means that some people with 
valid documents and even people of Dominican nationality have sometimes been 
taken for deportation. This underlines the racist and discriminatory practice of the 
DGM and the army or police that cooperate with them. Often, the migrants are 
arrested while going to work and do not get the opportunity to take their belongings 
with them, to contact anybody to tell them of their whereabouts, or to ask for legal 
advice and defence. The necessity for due process and the respect of the migrants’ 
fundamental rights during the process of deportation is inscribed in the Dominican 
constitution and migration law. Moreover, in October 2012, the Inter-American Court 
of Human Rights, in the case Nedege Dorzema et al. vs. the Dominican Republic 
declared the prohibition of collective expulsions and acknowledged the existence of 
a context of discrimination against Haitian people within the Dominican Republic. 
In March 2013, the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimi-
nation expressed its concern about mass deportations and their racist motivation in 
the Dominican Republic (Centro Bonó, author unknown, 2013).

The irony here is that the DGM not only has a big role in deportations, but also 
works in coordination with the IOM in the context of their Assisted Voluntary 
Return and Reintegration (AVRR) program, funded by the US Department of State 
Bureau of Population, Refugees and Migration (PRM) (Sangro, 2013b). This program 
was launched in September 2010. With the support of several local NGOs, the IOM 
identifies and registers people who wish to enter the program in various locations 
of the Dominican Republic. They describe as follows the later stages of their work 
through the program:

“On the scheduled day for return, IOM ensures that the returnees are accompa-
nied by Creole-speaking staff on every stage of the process, which includes escort 
and assistance in clearing customs and border controls, and transport to their final 
destination in Haiti.

IOM also issues beneficiary identification cards to be used in accessing reintegra-
tion services in Haiti; a stipend of USD 50 per beneficiary for initial costs; a stipend of 
USD 65 per child given to every mother to help with child maintenance; and hygiene 
items including soap and chlorine for prevention of cholera and other waterborne 
diseases. 

Once back home, during the reintegration stage, returnees receive access to busi-
ness training and capital of USD 200 per adult to start a micro-enterprise. (Sums vary 
according to the number of adults and/or children in each household.) They can also 
access an income generation scheme supported by IOM and operated by IOM coun-
terparts. Follow-up is carried out by IOM partner NGOs and/or IOM staff.

On behalf of IOM, NGO partners also deliver education grants of up to USD 150 
per school-age child, which is paid directly to schools” (Sangro, b2013).

The idea for this program predates the earthquake. However, it is only after the 
earthquake, when the international community turned its attention toward the 
island, that the program was given sufficient funding and was launched. At first, it 
was specifically aimed at Haitian people who had been displaced by the earthquake. 
After a few months, though, the IOM opened the program to other Haitian migrants 
wishing to return. The migrants have to show that they are in a vulnerable situation, 
and that they have relatives ready to welcome them back in Haiti, so as to avoid 
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fraud – mainly people who take the money and go to Haiti but then come back to the 
Dominican Republic. Migrants also receive a professional training in order to help 
them set up a small business in Haiti. A high percentage of people having benefitted 
from the program have said they were satisfied with the help they had received and 
their new situation (Sangro, 2014).

Women and children are two categories of Haitian displaced people and migrants 
that are considered as particularly at risk. Children and women more and more, 
receive international as well as national attention (Wooding, 2013). Some children 
became orphans with the earthquake. Bridget Wooding and Allison J. Petrozziello 
focused on the topic of women displaced by the earthquake in an article entitled 
“New Challenges for the Realisation of Migrants’ Rights Following the Haiti 2010 
Earthquake: Haitian Women on the Borderlands.” The 2010 earthquake motivated 
some Haitian women to cross the border in hope of better employment and educa-
tion opportunities, as well as improved quality of life. However, it also increased 
their vulnerability. Many of these women became heads of households following 
the earthquake, and as a result felt increasing pressure to provide and care for their 
family. On the other hand, the situation for Haitian migrants quickly worsened after 
the initial positive reaction on the part of the Dominican authorities. The cholera 
outbreak increased Dominicans’ wariness of newly arrived Haitian migrants. More-
over, the hostility of the Dominican authorities and the rise in repatriation caused 
these women to choose to enter the country anba fil. That choice often implies an 
increased risk of trafficking, physical violence and/or humiliation, as the women and 
girls resort to buscones (informal scouts) and sometimes smugglers to help them cross. 
They also face military and police checkpoints on the other side of the border where 
they often have to bribe the agents to let them go. Their first destination is generally a 
Dominican town close to the border, where they become – forcibly or not – domestic 
workers, vendors or sex workers. This work is always informal and unregulated and 
may lead to abuses by employers. They often rely on social and kinship networks 
and stay in host or foster houses, with friends or extended family. These networks 
are crucial to ease the migration, and help provide information, financial aid, and 
housing. The Population Council’s “Girls on the Move” also reminds us that many 
of the women and girls who have chosen or been constrained to cross the border 
following the earthquake had a history of migration within Haiti, particularly from 
rural to urban centres, and to the Dominican Republic before 2010: “Mobility was a 
way of life” for them. (Temin, 2013 p.38) The ultimate goal for most of these migrants, 
however, is often to reach Santo Domingo, where they believe they will have access 
to better opportunities. Children face similar challenges when crossing the border, 
and there have been several cases of children trafficking across the border in 2013. 
Between 2010 and 2013, IOM has helped more than 20 children return to Haiti. In 
May 2013, the Dominican authorities rescued a group of 54 children who had been 
victims of trafficking and were being forced to beg on the streets of Santo Domingo 
(Sangro, 2013a). IOM cooperates with several other agencies, including the Dominican 
CONANI (Consejo Nacional para la Niñez y la Adolescencia), to Figure ht trafficking.

The experiences of women and children crossing the border, whether it is forced 
or voluntary, is also a symptom of a very frequent phenomenon among displaced 
families: separation. Some parents cannot take care of their children anymore and 
send them to live on their own or with relatives. Some families decide to send the 
breadwinner somewhere he may have access to better economic opportunities and 
send money back home. This strategy is not new among Haitian migrants and should 
be taken into account when considering the displacement and migration flows.

2.3. The new visibility of Haitians in the Dominican Republic
In January 2010, just a few weeks after the earthquake, the new Dominican 
Constitution was formally adopted. In it, article 18 limits the right to Dominican 
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nationality. This had two consequences: it prevented any child of illegal immi-
grant born in the country after 2010 from being automatically granted Dominican 
nationality according to the principle of jus soli; it effectively stripped descendants 
of illegal immigrants born in the Dominican Republic between 1929 and 2010 from 
their Dominican nationality, according to the retroactive dimension of the article. 
This was not a novelty. It followed a 2004 migration law (285-04) that denied Domin-
ican nationality to children born in the country of “non-resident” parents. People 
without proper documentation, that is to say hundreds of thousands of Haitian 
migrants in the Dominican Republic, were considered “non-resident.” Also, since 
2007, the junta central electoral has begun to apply the law retroactively and refused 
to issue or renew identity documents to people who could not prove the legal resi-
dency of their parents, even though they had been born in the Dominican Republic 
and some were in possession of their birth certificates. As people displaced by the 
earthquake do not benefit from a special status, it will affect them too – or at least 
those who plan to remain permanently in the Dominican Republic (OBMICA, author 
unknown, 2013). In September 2013, the Constitutional Court adopted the infamous 
sentence 168, according to which article 18 of the new Constitution was valid. This 
caused an international outcry among NGOs, the diaspora and foreign governments 
such as the United States (Wooding, 2014). The ruling attracted international atten-
tion on the situation of Haitian migrants in the Dominican Republic once more. 
Several actors – mainly the US and CARICOM – have since then put pressure on the 
Dominican government to set up the regularization and naturalization plan that they 
have announced. The government, however, has yet to present this regularization 
and naturalization project. It was announced for February 2014, but has been post-
poned to June 2014 (Wooding, 2014).

Finally, 2013 has also seen a rise in the visibility and numbers of civil society 
organizations claiming fundamental rights for migrants and their descendants. There 
have been several protests in the year 2013 against the ruling, inside the Dominican 
Republic and out. The younger generation seems to have mobilized, particularly 
descendants of Haitian migrants born in the Dominican Republic (Giaconda, 2014).

3. concluSIon

January 2014 marked the fourth anniversary of the earthquake in Haiti. As was the 
case each year since 2010, the month of January also prompted both the media, civil 
society and human rights actors to draw a balance of the situation of internally 
displaced people and migrants that have been forced to leave their home after the 
earthquake. This issue is still relevant in 2014. Last year has been marked by several 
events that have brought the situation of Haitian migrants to the front page once 
again. Sentence 168 should serve to remind the international community of the 
discrepancy between internally-displaced inside Haiti and the people who crossed 
the border as a result of the earthquake, and the legal “protection gap” that separates 
them. (Wooding, 2011). ♦
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HEloISA HARuMI MIuRA 

The Haitian Migration Flow 
to Brazil: Aftermath of the 
2010 Earthquake

F
ollowing the Haitian catastrophic earthquake of 12 January 2010, the 
entire country had to readapt itself to the destructive consequences 
of such natural disaster. Already plagued by political turmoil, poverty, 
corruption, the country had to adapt to the consequences of this 
dramatic earthquake that continue to resonate years after the event. 
It has been as a matter of facts the main direct and indirect cause 
for internally displaced people and international migration in the last 
few years.

The island of Hispaniola, which Haiti shares with the Dominican Republic, holds 
a delicate geographic position, as it sits on the rim of the Caribbean tectonic plate 
and has recorded many other ravaging seismic activities throughout history. Earth-
quakes can be followed by tsunamis, thus aggravating the tragedies associated with 
this natural disaster. The country also occasionally faces severe hurricanes and disas-
trous floods caused by torrential rainfalls not to mention man-made soil erosion, 
deforestation, and droughts, as reveals one of the first study published on this matter 
(Rodman, 1954)

Haitians have a long history of migration: from labor migrants seeking employ-
ment in neighboring countries to middle and upper classes seeking better educa-
tion in universities in France or the United States, the Diaspora intensified during 
the 20th century, partly because of the oppressive regime of President François “Papa 
Doc” Duvalier in the 1960s. The earthquake led to new waves of migration, directed 
amongst other to Brazil and concerning especially young Haitian men (ranging from 
20 to 40 years). 

Women 18 %

Men 82 %

Below 20

21-30
31-40

41-50

51-60

Haitians with working papers 
in Brazil (by gender)

Haitians with working papers
(age group)

Above 60

Author: Heloisa Miura, 2014. Source: Repórter Brasil.
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In 2013, the number of refuge demands increased in 600% and Haitian migrants 
tripled(Marcel and Stochero, 2013), challenging the living conditions of Haitians 
arriving in Brazil, whose government and infrastructure was unprepared for such 
large migration flows. Throughout 2013 more than 13,000 Haitians obtained a Brazilian 
permanent resident visa, while a research to be published by PUC Minas University, 
IOM and the Brazilian National Migration Council estimates approximately 50,000 
Haitians living in Brazil until the end of 2014 (Diário do Comércio, 2014). 

It is extremely difficult to tell how many people leave a country for good or 
intending to return; therefore, it is easier to find Figure ures on the receiving end, 
essentially ‘host countries’. However, this only takes into account immigrants in 
regular situations, holding legal authorizations to stay in the country, thus neglecting 
the vast territory of clandestine migrants. Today, the Brazilian government estimates 
that 21,000 Haitians are living legally in Brazil (Fellet, 2014), but many remain undocu-
mented. Furthermore, new comers keep arriving on a daily basis, flying directly to 
the Southeast region or crossing the border in Northern Brazil to the Acre Depart-
ment, a region that did not get much media attention until the Haitian’s arrival.

Even though the 2010 earthquake left a large number of internally displaced 
persons in Haiti, this paper will focus on the Haitian migrants who migrated to 
Brazil, highly covered by the media and thus constituting the center of discussions 
regarding a change of migration policies and legislation in Brazil. The aim of this 
paper is to assess the various aspects of Haitian migration to Brazil, such as the chal-
lenges they face during the journey and the harsh living conditions endured when 
they arrive. 

1. MIGRATIon FAcToRS

Haiti has historically been an immigration country due to many “push factors”1, in 
particular geopolitical clashes since the nineteenth century (Cruse, 2012: 23). Haitian 
communities abroad are concentrated in the Dominican Republic, United States, 
Cuba, Puerto Rico, Canada and the Bahamas. Smaller diasporas are also found in 
France, Jamaica, the French Antilles, Mexico, Virgin Islands, Brazil, and French 
Guiana (Cruse, 2012).

1.1. Earthquake
Caused by a rupture on the Enriquillo Fault, the earthquake of 12 January 2010 reached 
level 7.0 on the Richter scale2 and such magnitude can affect areas more than 180 km 
away from the epicenter of the quake (Cruse, 2012). Its epicenter was near the town 
of Léogâne, approximately 25 kilometers away from Haiti’s capital Port-au-Prince, 
leading to even more devastating effects by reaching such a densely populated area. 
Many aftershocks continued to affect the country during January 2010, with an 
official death toll of 230,000 people, half a million injured and more than 1 million 
homeless out of a population of about 10,400,000 people (Red Cross).3 

1. Everett S. Lee’s factors that propel migration are divided into two categories: push and pull factors, which 
respectively reject and attract migrants. More on: A Theory of Migration. 1966. Demography. Vol. 3, No. 1, pp. 
47-57. Available at http://www.jstor.org/stable/2060063

2. Richter Magnitude Scale - «a scale for expressing the magnitude of an earthquake in terms of the logarithm 
of the amplitude of the ground wave; values range from 0 to over 9». The Free Dictionary. Available at http://www.
thefreedictionary.com/Richter+scale

3. In total, the Red Cross estimates that 3 million people were affected by the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, includ-
ing deceased, injured, homeless people and families. Available at http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/
update/haiti-update-140110.htm
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Figure 1. Earthquake intensity in Haiti.

Source: US AID, 2010 

The earthquake not only destroyed cities and its buildings, but it also under-
mined the economic dynamics that existed previously. Unlike other highly destruc-
tive disasters as the Fukushima disaster in Japan, the Haitian government was unable 
to provide means of survival to everyone affected and a lack of absorbing economic 
capacity in cities that remained unaffected. These cities did not have employment 
opportunities for the large number of people that left the capital Port-au-Prince 
(Fagen, 2013).This particular natural disaster consisted of a key push factor, which 
caused a sharp increase in emigration from Haiti, alongside other natural and histor-
ical factors.

1.2. Environmental and Social Factors
The recurrence of environmental disruptions increases risks and vulnerabilities. 
Indeed, Hurricane Sandy struck southern Haiti in October 2012, leaving a path of 
devastation including 54 confirmed deaths and causing damage to public infrastruc-
ture, houses and crops in Haiti (USAID, 2013) when the country had still not recov-
ered from the 2010 earthquake. Many people were still living in tents or public shel-
ters built by the time the earthquake hit, leaving all room for a new wave of chaos. 
Disastrous flood followed Hurricane Sandy and are imputable to weak infrastructure 
to face and mitigate the effects of natural disasters, but also “decades of deforesta-
tion for fuel [that] have left few natural barriers to the raging waters” (Ferreira, 2012). 
Even though preventive evacuation was considered successful, “severe flooding and 
landslides resulted from the violent winds and heavy rain and caused immediate and 
significant damage to houses, public infrastructure and crops” (Cody, 2013:32). The 
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destruction caused by the hurricane worsened the lives of Haitians, with an increase 
of cholera cases and gross losses in agriculture, providing one more reason to flee 
the country.

Moreover, Haiti’s political history has been affected by several oppressive 
regimes ruling the country, pushing people to exile. More recently, the United States 
marine forces occupied Haiti at the beginning of the twentieth century, followed 
by the arrival of President François Duvalier, known as Papa Doc. His mandate 
endorsed bloody killings of thousands of political opponents, and such policies were 
continued by his son, Jean-Claude Duvalier or Baby-Doc, who took over power after 
his father’s death. Such dictatorships created a feeling of fear and hidden anger in 
the people of Haiti, which helped to discredit the development of this nation and led 
people to emigrate (Lewis, 2004).

2. WHY BRAzIl?

Haitian migration has traditionally moved towards the North (United States and 
Canada) and the Dominican Republic. However, a new trend of migration down 
South (Caribbean and Latin America) gained strength during the last few years, 
propelled by a series of pull factors in countries like Brazil. 

The process of populating Brazil was mainly due to immigration, since the popu-
lation of native Indians was quickly decimated by the European colonizers. Between 
the centuries 1500 to 1800, colonization was weak and the Portuguese colonizers 
and sub-Saharan African slaves were the main groups of habitants. After the end of 
slavery in Brazil in the year 1888, European immigration increased with the arrival 
of Italians, Germans and Spaniards. At the beginning of the 1900s, immigration was 
still in the spotlight with numerous groups of Japanese, Portuguese, Spanish and Ital-
ians, who fled poverty and political persecution in their countries to work in planta-
tions or small businesses in Brazil. More recent events led new groups of immigrants 
to Brazil, like Bolivians or refugee-seeking Colombians, Syrians, and Congolese 
(UNHCR/Acnur, 2013). After the World Cup in June 2014, hundreds of citizens of 
Ghana requested refuge to live in Brazil, as tourist visas were guaranteed by FIFA for 
ticket buyers and taking advantage of this breach (Wilkinson, 2014).

However, the Haitian community in Brazil went absolutely unnoticed until the 
2010 earthquake4. During the first two years of migration, it was considered just a 
small wave, but after 2013 this migration flow established as a new pattern in the 
Latin American region, in a conjunction of pull factors that led to Brazil and is 
attracting more and more attention by the media and policy makers.

2.1. MINUSTAH and the “fixing” of Haiti
The MINUSTAH5 is a United Nations military mission still in operation in Haiti, 
established by Security Council Resolution No. 1542 on 30 April 2004, due to the 
instable situation of conflict and political revolt that could threat international secu-
rity and cause a human rights crisis in Haiti. This mission, composed mostly by Latin 
American and Asian forces, is led by the Brazilian Army and marks the first strong 
connection between the two countries, a product of long desired South-South coop-
eration. However, it is also seen as a symbol of multilateral interests, since Haiti 

4  A different and minor flow consisted of young Haitian students who went to Brazil through the aid of scholar-
ships provided by a partnership between the two countries. Télémaque, Jenny. 2012. Imigração haitiana na mídia 
brasileira: entre e representações. Rio de Janeiro: UFRJ/ECO, p. 42.

5  Acronym for United Nations Stabilization Mission in Haiti - in French Mission des Nations Unies pour la Stabi-
lisation en Haïti. 
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had no civil war or high crime rates to justify the deployment of UN armed forces, 
even for preventive reasons. The idea that this patchwork group of soldiers could 
“fix” the country was at first taken for granted, but it proved to be more difficult 
than expected after 10 years of international presence in Haiti and not one relevant 
change provided (Murray, 2014).

Photo 1. MINUSTAH Partners with Haitian Agencies to Combat Cholera. 

© Nektarios Markogiannis UN/MINUSTAH, 2014. 

Even though participating in MINUSTAH includes high costs for the Brazilian 
government (Edwards, 2012), it is seen by most political analysts as part of the coun-
try’s diplomatic agenda of displaying power and sympathy at the international level, 
as Brazil eagerly desires a permanent seat at the UN Security Council. It also coin-
cides with the country›s momentum in the informal hierarchy of international rela-
tions and global governance, in what is called pax brasiliensis6 (Nasser, 2012).

The blue helmets - UN soldiers - have been subject to strong criticism for sexual 
scandals, unauthorized killings and abuse, among other violations. However, it is 
said that the Brazilian military presence differs from other military missions in the 
region, since it is a peaceful presence to help Haiti rebuild itself instead of peaceking 
missions that directly Figure ht in the field, resulting in the birth of a close rela-
tion between Haitian people and Brazilian blue helmets. On the opposite side, many 
consider it as a game played by President Lula, who utilized this as a political oppor-
tunity to elevate Brazil to a more powerful international player (Sanchez, 2011).

2.2. International Agreements and Special Visas 
Only a minority left Haiti holding a visa and most of the Haitians only requested it 
upon arrival in Brazil. As the number of Haitians arriving in Brazil increased every 
day, it started to draw attention from the media and public authorities. In order to 
contain the crisis that was beginning in Northern Brazil, the government decided 
in 2012 by a diplomatic agreement to adopt a limited number of visas issued by the 

6  Latin for «Brazilian Peace», implying a period of Brazilian hegemony on international politics.
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Brazilian Embassy in Port-au-Prince, with a maximum of 1,200 visas per year (an 
average of 100 per month); such “humanitarian visas” were valid for 5 years and could 
be extended once for the same period of time7. This was a special and temporary 
measure only to be applied in the case of Haitian migration deriving as a result of the 
earthquake aftermath. Other nationalities do not get the same treatment in Brazil 
that Haitians do. Nationals of countries in conflict, like Syria, have to face all the 
difficulties of moving to a new country by themselves when they arrive in Brazil, 
relying only on a small network of support formed by compatriots in the same situa-
tion, but with little institutional support or organization by public authorities.

After this measure was adopted, reports of limited success in the Brazilian 
Embassy started to arise, as they were not issuing the agreed upon average of 100 
visas per month. However, the requirements of the visa were not easily fulfilled by 
Haitians since they did not possess all the documents requested that often took some 
time to be obtained (Fellet, 2012). Even so, at the end of 2012 the Embassy interrupted 
the issuing of new visas, as it had already reached the limit of 1,200; showing that this 
quota was not sufficient to meet the high demands in Haiti.

Therefore, in April 2013, Brazil removed the 1,200 visa quotas and allowed 
humanitarian visas to be issued by locations outside Haiti (Conectas, 2013), including 
Brazilian embassies in the Dominican Republic, Ecuador and Peru, in a maneuver led 
by diplomatic and political factors aimed at containing the massive illegal migration 
industry operating on the borders of Brazil, Peru, Bolivia and Colombia. (Fagen, 2013).

The possibility of obtaining a visa to Brazil or abroad simplifies the bureaucracy 
of embassies and prevents Haitians from seeking the illegal services of smugglers 
(coyotes). However, this also poses new problems because, once Brazil issues a resi-
dent visa for them, it becomes the responsibility of the Brazilian government to 
provide minimum survival conditions for Haitians entering the country under its 
consent.

2.3. Economic visibility
Today Brazil is at a turning point. After decades of brain-drain emigration headed to 
industrialized and developed countries, the rise of Brazil as an economic force has 
transformed it into a magnet for migrants seeking jobs. “The rising economic profile 
of Brazil” is not only attracting the attention of poor countries but also educated 
professionals from Europe, the United States and Latin America (Romero, 2012). 

Brazil has a lot on its plate: two giant sports events, the World Cup in 2014 and 
the Olympics in 2016, the construction of hydroelectric plants to supply the growing 
demand for energy and the boom in exports, not to mention the increment in 
domestic consumption. Low unemployment, shortage of workers and climbing 
wages also play an important role as pull factors of migration. In the words of a 27 
year-old Haitian construction worker: “All I want is work, and Brazil, thank God, has 
jobs for us” (Romero, 2012).

3. MIGRATIon PATHS, IllEGAl MIGRATIon AnD coYoTES

Haitians started to arrive in Brazil in 2010. A few managed to be granted visas in Port-
au-Prince, and then leave Haiti by plane directly to Brazil, usually landing in big cities 
like São Paulo, where job opportunities and welcoming structures for migrants are 
better. However, the majority of Haitian migrants were guided by smugglers, known 

7. CNIG Administrative Resolution No. 97/2012. http://portal.mte.gov.br/data/files/8A7C816A350AC8820135687
F345B412D/RESOLU%C3%87%C3%83O%20NORMATIVA%20N%C2%BA%2097.pdf
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as coyotes, as they did not hold legal visas at the time they left Haiti and were consid-
ered illegal migrants.

The path followed by most migrants is usually the same. They leave the capital 
Port-au-Prince or the Dominican Republic by plane and head to South America, where 
it is easier to arrive without regular documentation (Peru, Ecuador or Bolivia). The 
remainder of the trip is made by bus up to the border of Brazil, where they continue 
on foot or by boat, in case there is a river (since the journey goes through the middle 
of the Amazon region, there are also rivers and jungle to add more obstacles to it). 
This route is not spontaneous, it is a route planned and controlled by coyotes.

Figure 2. Migration path to Brazil

Source: Heloisa Miura, 2014.

Haitians and other nationalities arrive at the Brazilian border “exhausted, desti-
tute and often ill” (Fagen, 2013), and still have to face further problems of corruption 
and overcrowding, putting them on a wait-list to finally cross the border and enter 
Brazil. These longs periods of wait in Peru or Bolivia also prove to be burdensome 
as there are no amenities to help Haitians. They do not even have access to public 
hospitals (Ramos, 2014), due to the fact that they had no authorization to be in the 
country. Even worse than in Brazil, the governments in Peru or Bolivia are not even 
focused on developing public policies to give the minimum rights the Haitians so 
much needed.

Expenses from deals with coyotes range from USD2,000 to USD4,500, not to 
mention the bribes they have to pay to local officials, like policemen who control the 
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borders, either in Brazil or other countries (Corrêa da Silva, 2014). In order to raise 
such a high amount of money, Haitians had to sell everything they possessed in Haiti, 
resort to entire lifetime savings or even to more hurtful or questionale methods. 
On the other hand, a visa granted by the Brazilian Embassy at Port-au-Prince costs 
USD2008, so even if we consider the air tickets, going to Brazil with regular docu-
ments could be cheaper than paying a coyote.

However, the appointments to start the visa proceeding are only scheduled by 
phone, so even though the government of Brazil made it possible for Haitians to 
enter the country though legal channels, it is very hard to schedule this appoint-
ment, mainly because of the lack of human resources to meet the high demands of 
requests in Port-au-Prince (Ramos, 2014). Therefore, many Haitians still choose illegal 
methods, more expensive and dangerous, as their situation in Haiti is unbearable and 
they are eager to start working and send money to their families. Moreover, some of 
them are not aware of the news, and therefore think the only way to go to Brazil is 
through coyotes.

Furthermore, coyotes are part of a high-profitable industry that smuggles thou-
sands of migrants and are hardly affected by official measures, always finding ways 
to circumvent the law and charge more money. This exposes Haitians and other 
migrants to frequent robbery and abuse. (Fagen, 2014)

The Haitian Priest Onac Axénat was the first to denounce the trafficking of 
Haitians to Brazil. The Priest, who has lived since 2010 in Acre, the state that most 
receives Haitian migrants, stressed that the high number of Haitians can be consid-
ered human trafficking and not just a simple migration process (Chagas, 2012).

4. THE SloW RESPonSE oF THE BRAzIlIAn GoVERnMEnT

In the last year the number of asylum requests, refugee status and temporary visas 
from environmental migrants has multiplied and continues to steadily increase. 
In terms of human resources and infrastructure, Brazil was not ready to receive so 
many immigrants in the same place (small towns in Acre Department), leading to 
what was called a “humanitarian crisis” (Pereira, 2014). From a legal perspective, the 
greatest difficulty was to provide Haitians with proper immigrant status, a basis to 
guide what type of policies should be applied in their case. 

4.1. Conditions upon Arrival 
According to Sister Rosita Milesi, Director of the Institute of Migration and Human 
Rights, when Haitians arrive in Brazil they have already consumed all of the 
economic reserves they had in hand. After paying for transportation by air and land 
and bribes to smugglers, they arrive without anything left (Milesi, 2012). This fact, 
as a result of poor conditions in Haiti, results in a complete state of vulnerability 
for newcomers.

Upon arrival in Brazilian territory, the migrants are in urgent need for basic 
things, like shelter, food and documents. In addition to these difficulties, there is 
also an estrangement with the new culture, communication difficulties and unfa-
miliarity with the language (only a few people in Brazil speak a second language and 
they come from the upper social classes, concentrated in big cities, which poses an 
enormous barrier to most creole-speaking Haitians). As they arrive by crossing the 
borders of small and provincial towns in the Amazon region, most local people are 

8  Visa fees informed at the official Brazilian Embassy website. Consulted on 4 May 2014. http://portoprincipe.
itamaraty.gov.br/fr/a_propos_des_visas.xml
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countryman and even the local government does not have the human and economic 
resources to deal with migrants, or to even understand their needs.

Photo 2. Haitian provisory camp in Brasiléia, Acre. 

©Luciano Pontes/Agência de Notícias do Acre.

In 2013, in the interim between January and September, more than 6,000 Haitians 
arrived in Brasiléia, Acre, and were regularized by the Federal Police Department, 
the competent national authority in charge of issuing valid visas and papers for 
foreigners. This number is considered far below the real Figure ures of Haitians 
entering Brazil and living in camps, which would surpass 10,000 last year (Ramos, 
2014). In this sense, there has been a campaign to stop using the term “illegal migrant” 
and adopt “irregular migrant” instead, as illegal is a highly stigmatizing way of refer-
ring to someone, carrying negative connotations (Freeman, 2013), and has already 
been adopted by the International Organization for Migration lexicon, as well as by 
activists and NGOs.

According to a Federal Police officer in Acre, there are 50 Haitians arriving 
in Brazil every day. The problem is that the Federal Police does not possess the 
adequate capacity to fully provide basic assistance to Haitians. Firstly, because it 
is an institution which, despite operating at its maximum force, is slowed down 
by bureaucracy and it takes months to schedule an appointment in order to start a 
visa proceeding. Secondly, the Federal Police is not trained to apply human rights 
standards when assisting this specific group; Haitians needed more than just a visa, 
they needed to be able to report the violations they suffered on their tortuous path 
to Brazil, as well as the difficulties they were facing, such as the lack of financial 
means to survive and the need to find work apart from the possible exploitation by 
dishonest companies.

In Brasiléia and Epitaciolandia, another border town in Acre, camps have been 
established to provide shelter for the immigrants that arrived on a daily basis by 
crossing the border with Peru, amongst them Dominicans, Colombians, Senegalese, 
but mostly Haitians. They had to wait there until they could regularize their docu-
ments and visas to remain in Brazil, and later travel to other cities looking for jobs.
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Photo 4. Men Figure ht for food in Brasiléia camp. 

©: Filipe Araújo/Estadão.

In Acre, food was scarce, people had to sleep on mattresses on the floor and 
showers were few. The migrants faced situations similar to those they left behind in 
Haiti, with reported cases of diarrhea in almost 90% of the people living in the shelter 
(Conectas, 2013). With the capacity to take in only 200 people, more than 1,300 were 
living at the same time in unhygienic conditions (Pereira, 2013). This emergency situ-
ation, in spite of the tragic previous living conditions of Haitians, served to highlight 
and emphasize the complete lack of efficiency in Brazil to deal with cases such as 
these. There were not any institutional channels for migrants to seek survival condi-
tions, neither before nor after arrival. The case was referred to the Organization of 
American States by Conectas Human Rights NGO, bringing this debate to an inter-
national level and helping to pressure the Brazilian federal government for a more 
practical approach (Moraes, 2013).

We must admire the work of religious groups and NGOs that strived to maintain 
these camps; improving sanitary conditions, providing clothing to Haitians and even 
helping them to find jobs in other parts of the country. The government did paid for 
daily meals for the immigrants, but it was simply impossible, in terms of physical 
capacity, to accommodate everyone. The region they were in was a forgotten land; 
were it not for the massive presence of Haitians, no one would even talk about this 
part of Brazil.

As a result of the constant floods of the Madeira River (a tributary of the Amazon 
river), the city of Brasiléia and the shelter where many Haitians lived became 
isolated, roads were blocked and the connection with the rest of the country was 
only possible via airplane or boats. This made it extremely more difficult to supply 
the region with food and potable water, intensifying the crisis. Haitians were reliving 
history, becoming for the second time victims of a natural disaster (Ramos, 2014).

The last days of April 2014 marked a game of improvisation and un-coordina-
tion played by the federal government and the state of Acre (Conectas, 2014). Finally 
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recognizing the operational failure of the shelter in Brasiléia, the government closed 
it down and started to transfer the migrants to other cities, including the capital of 
Acre, the city of Rio Branco. Many were sent to São Paulo, 3,000 km away, where 
another obstacle emerged, as the municipal government was not aware of the 
transfer and received many people in need of food and shelter. In São Paulo, Haitians 
and other migrants were and are still being assisted by the catholic NGO Missão Paz, 
an intermediary between migrants and authorities, assisting with bureaucratic legal 
duties, as well as with housing, food, cultural activities and psychological support9. 

Such disastrous maneuver played by the government only helped to increase the 
stigmatization towards migrants, as many people do not consider their care as an 
obligation of the host government to take care for them.

4.2. Gaps in the Legal Framework
By the time they crossed the border and arrived in Brazil, Haitians would ask for 
refugee status to the Brazilian National Committee on Refugees (CONARE). However, 
during the analysis of the processes by the Committee, they would determine that 
refugee status could not be granted to Haitians, since they were not covered by the 
definition of refugee established in international conventions and national legis-
lation10; even Haitians themselves would affirm they were fleeing war or political 
persecution. Thus, their case started to become more complex because an increasing 
number of Haitians were arriving that the government was unable to handle and 
most of them were penniless, struggling to find housing and work without legal visas 
and documentation. 

Facing hundreds of analogous cases, CONARE decided to transfer this issue to 
the Brazilian National Migration Council (CNIG), which determined that permanent 
resident permits could be granted to Haitians – for the duration of 5 years – due 
to the humanitarian aspects of their migration, considering the devastating circum-
stances they left behind in Haiti11.

9. Missão calabriana Nossa Senhora da Paz is a part of a catholic mission pointed as the reference center in São 
Paulo to assist refugees and migrants; led by Italian priest Paoli Parise and lawyer Eliza Donda, they coordinate 
the Center for Migratory Studies, and also work to introduce the debate among civil society and public authorities. 

10.  For historical reasons, refugees are defined as those who are suffering grave humans rights violations, per-
secutions due to race, religion, nationality and political affiliation and/or life threats in their home country, making 
it impossible for them to go back. (UN Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, 1951 and 
Brazilian Law 9474/1997). 

11. CNIG Administrative Resolution No. 97/2012. http://portal.mte.gov.br/data/files/8A7C816A350AC882013568
7F345B412D/RESOLU%C3%87%C3%83O%20NORMATIVA%20N%C2%BA%2097.pdf
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Haitians continued to enter Brazil through the borders of Amazon, but after the 
end of the visa quotas in 2012, this migration intensified enormously in 2013 and Brazil 
again faced the need to provide fast and effective responses to the crisis. However, 
Brazil’s legal framework and public policies towards immigration are very outdated, 
dating back to the 1980s, unable to adequately deal with the arising challenges. In the 
special case of environmental migrants, there is not any specific legislation and prac-
tices to address the arrival of such number of environmental migrants.

Such legal gaps also cause serious problems concerning the daily lives of immi-
grants, stranded in limbo. Without official documents, it becomes a staggering task 
to rent a house, open a bank account and find a formal job. For this reason most 
of the migrants resort to the informal market, where they can be exposed to labor 
rights violations, vulnerable to exploitation by their employers. To combat this, the 
National Ministry of Labor created booklets in Creole to explain the rights of Haitian 
migrants concerning work as well as providing information regarding basic lessons 
of Portuguese.

In 2013 and 2014, official task-forces have been deployed to Brasiléia and other 
small towns in Acre to issue temporary documents to Haitians, especially working 
papers. During the first months of this year, 10,000 working papers were to be issued 
to Haitian migrants only in Acre, as ordered by Brazilian president Dilma Roussef 
(Neto, 2014), because many well-intentioned companies were prevented from hiring 
Haitians due to them not having obtained legal working papers yet. In Brazil it is a 
crime for the employers to hire a person without working papers. Moreover, for 
the employees, they can be exposed to serious labor violations if hired by dishonest 
companies, such as the case of Haitians found in near-slavery conditions in a mining 
site controlled by the multinational company Anglo American (Wrobleski, 2014). 
This reflects the lack of public policies for socioeconomic inclusion of migrants; 
after more than 200 years of the Haitian Revolution that set slaves free, they are still 
trapped by their past, but this time in Brazil.

4.3. Comigrar 2014
Comigrar stands for the 1st National Conference on Migration and Refuge, a kickoff 
initiative to discuss at the national level the future of migration in Brazil and most 
importantly, to discuss adequate legislation and public policies in light of this new 
trend. 

As already mentioned, Brazil will continue to be a receiving center for migrants 
for years and, if well-equipped, it can avoid a situation of abandonment that Haitians 
sadly had to experience. From practical issues of providing shelter, to the regulatory 
framework of visas and formal documents, the surge of Haitian migrants was prob-
ably the driving force that boosted discussions within both the government and civil 
society.

The Conference is held by the Ministry of Justice and took place between May 30 
and June 1st 2014 in São Paulo, where many Haitians are arriving to seek employment. 
As it is the main financial center in Brazil, São Paulo has the infrastructure to support 
this kind of meeting, attended by various stakeholders interested in discussing the 
core concepts of migration policy, including politicians, scholars, civil servants and 
migrants.

The most ambitious aim of the Conference is to elaborate a draft of a new bill 
concerning migration and refugees in Brazil, aimed at replacing the outdated immi-
gration law, written during the oppressive military regime in Brazil12. Such a collec-

12. Law No. 6815/1980 concerning the legal status of foreigners in Brazil. http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/
leis/l6815.htm
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tive process of debating public policies, begun in 2013, is an innovative action taken 
by the government, which recognized the need for strong participation by civil 
society. Haitian migrants as well as the NGOs which work closely with migrants and 
refugees will most certainly have important contributions and provide a reflection 
on the important lessons of the treatment of newly-arrived migrants.

One of the results of this conference was the recommendations from civil society 
and academia, which were incorporated by a group of legal experts making a draft for 
a new migration bill. Hitherto considered a part of national security issues in Brazil, the 
advent of this bill now brings international migration into the perspective of Human 
Rights, including and broadening the concepts used in international conventions to stop 
the stigmatization that hinder the understanding of migration as an important piece of 
international cooperation (Ministry of Justice, Ordinance 2162/13).

5. nEW cHAllEnGES In A DIFFEREnT lAnD

Following the first wave of Haitian migrants and after all the difficulties faced, new 
mechanisms of adaptation should be implemented. Regarding Haitian migrants, 
each person has a different story to share, and adaptation is a key factor that influ-
ences success or failure they have to endeavor in order to overcome the tragedies 
that affected their country.

5.1. Success Versus Failure
Many Haitian migrants are well-educated, they speak many languages, play musical 
instruments and know different countries; some are even succeeding in teaching 
French and English in Brazil. The problem for Haiti lies with the need for quali-
fied workers who can help rebuild the country (Chagas, 2012). Unfortunately without 
appropriate job opportunities, brain-drain remains a challenge which Haiti is failing 
to address. 

The stories of Haitian migrants are based many times on luck. As the Brazilian 
government is incapable of providing what they need, many have to find jobs and 
travel on their own expenses. Often employers would go to Acre and look for workers, 
provided they held suitable legal documents. However, this led to the objectification 
of the Haitian workforce, since they were seen as products to be “imported” to other 
parts of the country and fill the gap of vacancies in low-paying jobs, not certain they 
would have a permanent work contract. But as opportunity comes and goes fast, the 
migrants utilized their opportunity to take it.

Current sports events like the World Cup and the Olympics are now at the 
epicenter of Brazil’s economic buzz (Panja, 2013). However, after the World Cup in 
June 2014, many immigrants working in civil construction will find less and less 
opportunities for employment. Even worse, Brazil’s social security is clearly not 
ready to cover unemployed migrants. 

The sympathy of people is not to be disregarded, as many Brazilian companies 
were willing to hire Haitians, who are considered to be disciplined, intelligent and 
hard-working. The problem is that not all employers practiced fair recruiting and 
treatment of employees, generating scandals like the above-mentioned slavery and 
labor rights violations against Haitians, who oftentimes could not contact the police 
to report such abuses, as they feared deportation or retaliation for not holding 
papers, or even for being migrants.

 The story is far worse for those who could not find a job and ended up living on 
the streets, begging for money (Andrade, 2014). As the prospects grow from bad to 
worse, some people regret the choice of leaving their family and migrating, wishing 
they could return home. In the words of 30 year-old Vincent: “If my legs could walk 
100 days in a row, I would go back to Haiti”(EFE, 2014).
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5.2 Remittances and Connections with Haiti
It is estimated that almost one-fifth of the Haitian GDP comes from remittances 
sent by migrants to their families who stayed in Haiti, totaling more than five times 
the exports revenue of the country (CIA, 2014). Most of the remittances come from 
the United States, where the Haitian community is very large. In Brazil, it is hard to 
measure how much money is being sent to Haiti because it is still a new trend of 
migration and the numbers of migrants before 2013 are not as significant as today. 
Furthermore, they still have to face adversities regarding bureaucracy, because if they 
don’t hold regular documents to stay in the country, it is difficult to open a bank 
account. Therefore, they rely on informal transferring markets, friends and other 
connections to take the money to Haiti, oftentimes with the intent of paying the 
travel costs for their families to go to Brazil.

Most of the Haitians who arrived in Brazil during the last year and a half came 
because they had some sort of connection there: a friend, a brother, someone who 
told them it was a good option to leave Haiti to look for work in a different country 
(Fellet, 2014). This may be a sign that, despite the humanitarian crisis Haitians face 
in Brazil, they still could find what they are looking for, and it is serving the purpose 
of the sacrifice, that is, making money to support their families back in Haiti (Fellet, 
2014). On the other hand, what are the costs for it? Selling everything they own in 
Haiti to pay bribes to smugglers, suffering from the lack of governmental policies in 
Brazil and being mistreated by authorities. 

Which is why, when trying to contact Haitians in Brazil, it proved to be an 
extremely difficult task, mainly because they became mistrustful of everyone around 
them after facing so many violations and obstacles (Donda, 2014); in addition, they 
didn’t want their families in Haiti to be aware of the precarious conditions under 
which they were living in Brazil, sometimes similar or worse than the ones they left 
behind.

6. concluSIon

Since the boom of the Haitian migration in 2013, the situation of Haitian migrants 
in Brazil has changed in many perspectives and gathered increased attention from 
national and international media. Many Haitian migrants are well-educated, while 
in Brazil this is a privilege of the upper classes. In a way, this lesson may be useful to 
show that poverty does not necessarily coincide with low levels of education.

Furthermore, refugees and environmental migrants are still unknown to many 
Brazilians. In fact, conservatives tend to propagate an idea of migrants as criminals 
or inferior people who arrive to steal jobs and public money in a country where 
many other Brazilian citizens are too suffering from the lack of assistance by the 
government. Such prejudice could in part be explained by when immigrants fled 
to Brazil running away from criminal or political accusations. Even inside Brazil 
this has happened before when people from the Northeast, struggling with drought 
and poverty, had to face prejudice after migrating to the South looking for a better 
life. But this has changed and some Brazilians are still unaware of migration causes 
and how it is affected by international cooperation, which reflects upon the lack of 
public debate.

The main point to consider is whether something is being done to effectively 
remedy the destitution Haitians endure in Haiti and abroad. Migration is a choice 
out of a no-choice situation and many have claimed that if the scenario was better 
in their homeland, they would never have left Haiti. Migration, is therefore an adap-
tation strategy. Improving the situation in Brazil is urgent, but it will not solve the 
roots of the problem or stop migration. Haiti must face the need of reconstructing 
both its physical aspects, but most importantly the moral of the Haitian people. ♦
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« Combien de temps encore les Haïtiens seront-ils obligés 
de quitter notre pays contre leur volonté ? 

On se tourne vers la République dominicaine 
avec ses camps de coupeurs de canne 

et son esclavage à peine masqué ; 
vers les États-Unis et leurs camps d’internements 

de Krome et de Guantanamo pour nos “boat people”, 
on nous renvoie au massacre ; 

on se tourne vers les Bahamas et leurs pogroms périodiques ; 
vers la Guyane et ses bidonvilles réservés aux “Haïchiens” ; 

vers le Canada où le froid gèle les larmes de nos conducteurs de taxis 
et où on reproche tous les jours à nos écoliers leur couleur. 

Étrangers, vous ne voulez pas de nous dans votre pays ? 
Laissez-nous au moins le droit de vivre en paix chez nous. 

Laissez nous élire qui nous voulons. » 

Paul Anvers, 2000, Rizières de sang 
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jAnInA PEScInSkI

The 2013 Colorado Wildfires

D
uring summer of 2013, Colorado experienced the most destruc-
tive wildfires in state history. Colorado annually suffers from 
wildfires of varying intensity, and those in 2013 were particularly 
aggressive due to the confluence of environmental conditions 
including record-high temperatures, drought, and hot, dry winds. 
Yet, neither the 2013 wildfires, nor previous ones, have resulted 
in any mass migration away from burn zones. There has been 
some long-term migration, principally by people whose homes 

have been destroyed, and some people who live in areas that are repeatedly evacu-
ated have indicated their intention to migrate. More noteworthy, however, are the 
temporary evacuations during wildfires, which have been successful in removing 
people from risk areas, limiting loss of life to two people who did not evacuate in 
time.  However, the overall trend is that development in high-risk zones is consist-
ently increasing, creating greater potential necessity for evacuation or displacement 
as a larger population increases environmental risk affecting more people. There-
fore, new policies concerning wildfire mitigation must be responsive to existing 
risk factors and prevent potential increase in risk factors, both environmental and 
human, by using lessons learned from previous fire seasons. This case study of the 
2013 Colorado wildfires examines the causes and consequences of these fires, with 
a particular focus on evacuation, displacement, and policies that were successful in 
limiting their human consequences. 

1. THE 2013 WIlDFIRES

The 2013 fires were the most intense on record in Colorado state history due to both 
their number and severity. The Black Forest fire was the most destructive of the 
numerous wildfires during the 2013 season. Although the fire raged for a relatively 
short period of time, from June 11 to June 20, it destroyed 14,280 acres and 511 homes 
in addition to killing two people who did not evacuate in time to escape the blaze. 
Otherwise, the evacuation effort was successful: the evacuation zone covered 24 
square miles, impacting nearly 40,000 people (Schneider 2013). Another notable wild-
fire during the 2013 series was the West Fork Complex fire, comprised of the West 
Fork fire, the Papoose fire, and the Windy Pass fire. Collectively these fires consumed 
over 110,000 acres as they burned from June 5 to July 19 (Schneider 2013). Several other 
wildfires burned during the June and July fire season, but no centralized data has 
been compiled on the extent of the damage or number of people evacuated. 

The cause of the fires can be either natural (lightning) or man-made, and once 
ignited the fires were exacerbated by record setting temperatures, compounded 
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by hot, dry winds that accelerated the spread of the flames. The increasing human 
consequences of wildfires, including destruction of homes and evacuations, are 
directly correlated to the increased number of people living in the wildland-urban 
interface. The Colorado State Forest Service defines wildland-urban interface (WUI) 
as  “any area where man-made improvements are built close to, or within, natural 
terrain and flammable vegetation, and where high potential for wildland fire exists” 
(Colorado State Forest Service). The following map of Colorado indicates the state’s 
“red zones”, areas of the WUI most at risk for fire: 

Source: Colorado State Forest Service, 2004.

Wildfire suppression costs have skyrocketed due to the increased severity and 
frequency of fires, which can be attributed to four main causes: climate change, 
accumulation of flammable materials, ignition agents, and ongoing human 
development in fire prone areas (Flannigan 2005: 847). Previous policies of suppressing 
the fires, which initially decreased wildfire occurrence, have led to a buildup of fuel, 
which means that when fires do strike these areas their severity is exacerbated by 
an over-abundance of flammable material. Because wildfires are part of the natural 
cycle in wildland areas, it is primarily encroaching human development that puts 
people at risk, therefore necessitating policy measures that prioritize mitigation of 
damage in human-developed areas. 

Permanent migration away from high-risk areas is a common response to natural 
disasters, including wildfire. In the first study of migration dynamics following a 
wildfire disaster, Nawrotzki et al focus on the 2010 Fourmile Canyon fire in Colorado, 
and their conclusions provide insight that may be applicable to other fire disasters 
in Colorado and beyond, such as the 2013 wildfires. Based on survey data, Nawrotzki 
et al identify several key factors influencing peoples’ decision to migrate or not after 
a major wildfire. They assert that existing literature suggests “a clear direction for 
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the relationship between hazard migration and factors such as gender and place 
attachment but is ambiguous on the association with age, socioeconomic status, 
social networks, and risk perception” (Nawrotzki et al 2014: 217). However, their study 
reveals that risk perception was in fact a significant factor for those impacted by the 
Fourmile Canyon fire. “Individuals who evaluated their property as fire prone were 
almost 11 times more likely to intend leaving the WUI area compared to individuals 
who did not consider their property fire prone” (Nawrotzki et al 2014: 220). People 
who have already experienced evacuation are more likely to acknowledge their 
property as fire prone. Given that approximately 40,000 people were evacuated due 
to the Black Forest fire alone, in addition to those evacuated due to the other 2013 
fires, perception of risk may greatly increase among affected populations, which may 
have an impact on future migration (Schneider 2013). 

Although the study by Nawrozki et al only assesses the intention to migrate, and 
not actual migration patterns, there are potential negative consequences if those 
residents most aware of risk leave the WUI. Drawing on Dash and Goodwin (2007), 
the authors hypothesize that “if individuals with higher risk perceptions leave the 
foothill/ mountain area, a self-selection process may lead to a proportional increase 
of WUI residents with lower risk perceptions who may be more confident in their 
abilities to deal with forest fires, and perhaps demonstrate different mitigation and 
evacuation behaviors” (Nawrotzki et al 2014: 221). This highlights the importance 
of ensuring that all people who live in the WUI areas are knowledgeable about the 
actual risks to their property and what they can do to mitigate these risks so that they 
can make well informed decision about whether or not to migrate. 

During the severe 2013 fires, there was extensive property damage but minimal 
loss of life, which speaks to the success of evacuation policies but the shortcomings 
of mitigation policies. These policies responses will be discussed in the next section, 
along with possible avenues for future policy developments. 

2. PolIcY RESPonSES

The extent of the consequences of these wildfires is largely dependent on policies 
made and implemented at the national, state, and local level in order to mitigate 
risk and react to the disaster. Policy responses addressing wildfires include those 
focused on the environment and those focused on people, as well as those intended 
to prevent or mitigate wildfires and those intended to respond to them. Ideally all 
these priorities should be complementary or even integrated.

Across the United States, there have be policy shifts regarding how best to 
address wildfires. From initial policies of fire suppression, current environmental 
policies have expanded to include controlled burns and clearing brush and dead 
vegetation in risk areas. For example, a 2013 Colorado law “Creating a Prescribed Burn 
Program under the Division of Fire Prevention and Control” implements a program 
of prescribed burns following minimum prescribed burning standards and to be 
supervised by a state certified prescribed burn manager. 

One of the policy challenges in addressing wildfires is coordinating action at the 
national, state, or local level. In the United States, a National Fire Plan was undertaken 
in 2000 following a particularly brutal season of wildfire catastrophes, and the state 
of Colorado has also developed its own responses that are implemented at the local 
level. However, yet another challenge is coordinating the multiple agencies that are 
involved in fire prevention and response, including the forest service, fire service, 
and emergency management. 

2.1. Policy Responses Implemented in 2013
The biggest success of the response to the 2013 wildfires was the evacuation effort, 
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which prevented loss of life except for the two people killed by the Black Forest fire. 
Evacuation procedures that have been put in place include pre-evacuation warnings, 
optional evacuation announcements, and mandatory evacuation orders. In Colorado, 
the State Emergency Operations Plan has an annex outlining evacuation procedures, 
which are led by the Division of Homeland Security and Emergency Management 
with support from 11 supporting agencies.1 The policy explains that

Evacuation, as an emergency management function, consists of four distinct and 
mutually supporting phases applicable to all evacuation operations and to all levels 
of government.
 – a. Collection and analysis of data necessary to fully understand the potential 

impact and threat.
 – b. Preparedness activities to ensure government officials and the public under-

stand what actions to take and how and when to accomplish those actions.
 – c. Implementation of evacuation operations with the goal of saving life by effi-

ciently moving people, animals, and equipment out of harm’s way.
 – d. Sheltering and providing mass care for evacuees in facilities, which meet the 

basic needs of the general and special needs populations. (Colorado State Emer-
gency Operations Plan 2013: 2-3)
Initially, these phases are to take place at the local level and escalate as necessary, 

depending on the scale of the disaster. Therefore, individual towns and communities 
have more specific policies concerning how they will make and execute evacuation 
decisions. 

A major factor in ensuring a successful evacuation is to make sure all people in 
the evacuation area are well informed of both the pre-evacuation status and the 
optional or mandatory evacuation orders. In 2013, such communication was carried 
out by phone calls, radio and television announcements, and online announcements 
on official sites and social media, ensuring that the maximum number of people was 
informed as quickly as possible.

Risk mitigation behaviors, taken before occurrence of wildfires, are also a key 
factor in lessening impact in residential areas. According to a study conducted by 
Brenkert-Smith et al about the risk mitigation behaviors of residents in WUI areas: 
“wildfire information received from local volunteer fire departments and county 
wildfire specialists, as well as talking with neighbors about wildfire, were positively 
associated with higher levels of mitigation” (Brenkert-Smith 2010: 1139). Therefore 
local efforts, such as minimizing flammable materials on family property, are essential 
to promote community level behavioral change to adopt mitigation measures.

Being knowledgeable of the level of risk is one factor that encourages people to 
take mitigation measures, which was done to a limited extent before the 2013 fires. 
One innovative tool for enabling the public to assess risk before the outbreak of 
wildfires is the Colorado Wildfire Risk Assessment Portal (CO-WRAP), created in 2013 
by the Colorado State Forest Service based on the results of the 2012 Colorado Wildfire 
Risk Assessment Project. CO-WRAP is an online platform to identify and quantify 
wildfire risks.2 Individuals can search for information about their location in order to 
determine the level of risk in their area as well as what mitigation measures to take. 

Another mechanism, established at the national level in 2003 and implemented 
locally in Colorado, are Community Wildfire Protection Plans (CWPPs). Such plans 
are part of the national Healthy Forests Restoration Act of 2003. This law prioritizes 

1. American Red Cross, Civil Air Patrol, Colorado Veterinary Medical Foundation, Colorado Volunteer Organizations 
Active in Disasters (COVOAD), Department of Agriculture, Department of Human Services, Departmentof Military 
and Veterans Affairs, Department of Public Health and Environment, Department of Public Safety, Department of 
Transportation, Salvation Army. 

2.  Accessible at: http://www.coloradowildfirerisk.com/
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concerns for public safety, community sustainability, and natural resources by aiming 
to address challenges such as local fireFigure hting capacity and how to prioritize land 
management. It emphasizes the community level aspects of wildfire preparedness by 
according financial benefits to communities with wildfire protection plans in place. 
As defined by this law, 

The term ‘‘community wildfire protection plan’’ means a plan for an at-risk 
community that—

(A) is developed within the context of the collaborative agreements and the 
guidance established by the Wildland Fire Leadership Council and agreed to by the 
applicable local government, local fire department, and State agency responsible 
for forest management, in consultation with interested parties and the Federal land 
management agencies managing land in the vicinity of the at-risk community;

(B) identifies and prioritizes areas for hazardous fuel reduction treatments and 
recommends the types and methods of treatment on Federal and non-Federal land 
that will protect 1 or more at-risk communities and essential infrastructure; and

(C) recommends measures to reduce structural ignitability throughout the at-risk 
community.

In Colorado, the CWPP is not simply the creation of a plan, but an ongoing 
process including representatives of local government, the local fire service, 
representatives of the Colorado State Forest Service, and other relevant local 
stakeholders. Implementing this process at the local level aims at adapting national 
and state policies so they can take into account the specific environmental and social 
context of at-risk communities. Additionally, there are selective tax credits possible 
for homeowners in WUI areas who engage in wildfire mitigation methods (Extend 
Wildfire Mitigation Financial Incentive 2013). 

 Although these policies in place in 2013 were not sufficient to compensate 
for the severity of the wildfires, they did successfully evacuate the populations at 
risk. However, had mitigation policies been more effective before the 2013 wildfire 
season, displacement due to loss of homes could have been minimized. As a result of 
climate change, there is a heightened risk of severe fires like those in 2013 recurring, 
which is why it is necessary to adopt policies that will minimize the future impact 
of wildfires on residential areas so as to reduce displacement and the necessity of 
temporary evacuations. 

2.2. Future Policy Options
It is unlikely that measures will be taken immediately that will mitigate the effects 
of climate change exacerbating wildfires, policy solutions to address wildfires must 
respond to the buildup of fuel and development in high-risk zones. Such policies will 
decrease the destruction of residential areas, subsequently reducing displacement, as 
well as lessen the necessity for temporary evacuations. 

In addition to national-level policies, in Colorado specific policies are made at 
the state level addressing wildfire mitigation, including evacuation and recovery. 
Colorado Governor John Hickenlooper established the Wildfire Insurance and 
Forest Health Task Force to address statewide wildfire policy on 30 January 2013. The 
goal of this task force was to “identify and reach agreement on ways to encourage 
activities, practices, and policies that would reduce the risk of loss in wildland-urban 
interface areas, and provide greater customer choice and knowledge of insurance 
options” (Wildfire Insurance and Forest Health Task Force 2013). After the devastating 
consequences of the 2013 fires, it became evident that the work of the Task Force was 
all the more urgent. The Task Force released its final report in September 2013, but as 
of early 2014 none of the recommendations had yet been adopted by the Colorado 
state legislature.

The findings of the Task Force center around three main axes to mitigate 
wildfire disasters: legal requirements, increased awareness, and incentives. Within 
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each axis, specific policy and practical recommendations were made to address the 
practical realities of living with wildfire risk. Each year, wildfire risk grows as human 
development encroaches in the WUI. According a Colorado State University study 
cited in the Task Force Report, “ the state’s growth of development in the WUI will 
increase from 715,500 acres in 2000 to 2,161,400 acres by 2030, a 300 percent increase” 
(Task Force 2013). If the problems related to wildfire vulnerability are not addressed 
now, this encroachment into the WUI will only exacerbate the damage done by 
wildfires. 

One measure proposed by the Task Force is to build on the existing CO-WRAP 
(Colorado Wildfire Risk Assessment Portal) to enhance disclosure of risk to all 
relevant stakeholders. It suggests building on the current system with significant 
data collection in order to make the tool capable of measuring changes in mitigation 
outcomes on a specific property. To do so, risks will be quantified in order to give 
each property in the WUI a score representing its vulnerability. Scores will then be 
disseminated to stakeholders, including prospective homeowners, realtors, home 
builders, lenders, insurance providers, and local government to ensure they are well 
informed and able to take the appropriate mitigation measures (Task Force 2013: 2). 
Properties that score above a certain risk threshold will be audited. “These Audits 
will serve several goals: (1) they will provide disclosure to relevant stakeholders; (2) 
they will provide information to homeowners about what steps to take to reduce 
the CO-WRAP score; and (3) they will provide incentives for homeowners to act to 
reduce wildfire risks to their properties” (Task Force 2013: 2). 

Brenkert-Smith et al (2012) identify changing the behavior of homeowners 
in fire-prone areas as the most effective way to mitigate wildfire consequences. 
Indeed, because much of the ignitability of homes and surrounding vegetation can 
be controlled by homeowners, mitigating this risk factor is one of the simplest and 
more effective immediate measures that can be taken to immediately reduce wildfire 
risk. However, to implement such a strategy effectively it is essential to coordinate 
best management practices so that homeowners do not receive conflicting 
recommendations, for example those given by the State Forest Service versus those 
given by local fire departments.

As a legal measure, the Task Force has recommended a special tax on properties 
located in the WUI, the revenues of which would go to fund wildfire mitigation 
activities. “This is consistent with the principle that homeowners in the WUI should 
take on the risks and associated costs of living in wildfire-prone areas.” (Task Force 
2013: 3). An additional legal measure proposed by the Task Force is to modifying 
building codes within the WUI to ensure that buildings are designed and constructed 
with materials that limit flammability, however it recognizes that such a measure 
would not solve problems related to existing structures in the WUI. 

Importantly, current policies maintain that residents themselves in the WUI 
area are expected to assume responsibility for risk mitigation; therefore support 
for relocation is limited or nonexistent. Insurance rates are cognizant of the fact 
that these homes are in high-risk areas. However, if homeowners themselves are to 
take on the burden of wildfire mitigation, there must still be support from the local 
government to enable such an approach to be community-based, because even one 
household does not comply it will increase risks for the entire neighborhood. 

Additionally, although current evacuation policies are effective, as development 
in WUI areas continues evacuation infrastructure and policy must adapt. Some of 
this is as basic as adapting the necessary infrastructure, but this is often ignored, 
as Cova et al assert. “In most cases housing units are added to fire-prone canyons 
and hillsides without improving the road infrastructure. This means that although 
new roads may be added to a community to support the development of additional 
homes, an improvement in the number, direction, and capacity of the primary exits 
is much less common” (Cova 2013: 274). Without the necessary primary exits, traffic 
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flow during evacuation is slowed, potentially to a point that negates the efficacy of 
the evacuation. If development continues to be permitted in the WUI, strict policies 
must be in place to ensure the necessary infrastructure is in place for reducing 
wildfire risk and enabling evacuation. 

Fortunately the displacement due to wildfires in Colorado is still primarily limited 
to short-term evacuations, but as the risk factors for wildfire intensify so does the 
risk for more long term displacement due to desire leave risk areas or destruction 
of homes. Such a situation will necessitate more intense, costly policy responses; 
therefore it is paramount that additional preventative policies be made now. 

3. concluSIon

The 2013 Colorado wildfires, while the most destructive on record in terms of struc-
tures destroyed and acres consumed, resulted in minimal loss of life and displace-
ment. Despite the number of communities threatened by the fires, and the number 
of homes that burned down, evacuation measures were successful in ensuring people 
had departed in time to prevent loss of life. However, those who did lose their homes 
were displaced and are now facing the difficult decision of whether to migrate away 
or return and rebuild. To prevent such displacement in the future, policies must not 
only be responsive to wildfires when they occur, but preventative to reduce the risk 
of future human and environmental consequences of wildfire. ♦
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VERIDIAnA SEDEH

Floods and displacement  
in Bolivia

I
n Bolivia, floods are not a new phenomenon. Nearly every year, this type 
of disaster occurs during the rainy season. Despite this seasonality, the 
socio-economic consequences are still impressive. To make matters worst, 
the effects of climate change are expected to increase further the intensity 
and frequency of extreme weather events in the poorest country of South 
America.

In late 2013, torrential rains started earlier than usual and became a matter 
of national concern in January 2014, after several causalities and increasing 

displacement. The high precipitation induced landslides and led rivers to overflow, 
causing widespread flooding in the country’s low lands and plains. By late April 2014 
the floods had almost ended. According to national authorities, the floods were the 
worst disaster in 40 years, killing at least 59 people and affecting more than 60,000 
households. The departments of Beni, in Amazon’s region, La Paz, Cochabamba and 
Santa Cruz were the most affected.

Apart from higher rainfall, there are allegations that dams built in the Amazon 
basin on the Brazilian territory contributed to amplifying the disaster, especially 
in Beni. The topic is controversial and refused by Brazilian authorities and experts. 
However, both countries have agreed to investigate the impacts of the dams in 
Bolivia. 

Disaster management, amid an electoral year, was highly marked by political 
interests, compromising evacuation processes and humanitarian aid. 

This paper will assess the causes of the recent disaster, the consequent displace-
ment and the related policy responses. Particular attention will be given to Beni, 
the most affected department, which concentrates the most significant portion of 
internally displaced persons (IDPs), here understood as the people who were forced 
to flee from their homes due to the floods but remained in Bolivian territory. Finally, 
the paper will be concluded with policy recommendations aimed at reducing the 
vulnerability of Bolivian local communities to floods. 

1. cAuSES AnD conSEQuEncES oF nATuRAl DISASTERS In 
BolIVIA

1.1. Socio-economic and environmental issues
Located in a region with climate extremes and diverse ecosystems, ranging from 
Andean mountains to the lowlands plains of Amazon Basin, Bolivia is highly exposed 
to natural hazards (Oxfam, 2009). This condition is exacerbated by socio-economic 
vulnerabilities, as Bolivia is one of the least developed countries in Latin America, 
with high levels of inequality (Central Intelligence Agency, 2014). About half of the 
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population (49.6%) of the 10.6 million inhabitants live below the poverty line, which 
means with less than the international standard of $2 per day (Central Intelligence 
Agency, 2014). Poverty affects mainly indigenous people, which represent roughly 
66% of Bolivia’s population (Oxfam, 2009). 

Bolivia is one of the most affected countries by extreme weather events in the 
world, ranking 39th in the Global Climate Risk Index for 1993–2012 (Kreft et al., 2013). 
Since 2006, when President Evo Morales was elected, the country has declared at 
least eight national states of emergency due to natural disasters, especially floods 
(World Bank, 2013 and El Diario, 2014a).

The inauguration of President Morales brought dramatic changes to the Bolivian 
political landscape. The left-wing head of state raised minimum wage, promoted land 
reform and increased state control over companies acting on hydrocarbons, mining 
and energy sectors (World Bank, 2014). These measures succeeded in improving living 
standards of the poor but at same time increased tensions among social and polit-
ical groups (World Bank, 2014). In 2009, a new Constitution was approved, estab-
lishing the Plurinational State of Bolivia. In the same year, Morales was reelected 
and his party, Movement for Socialism (MAS), held, and still hold, the majority in 
the Congress (Central Intelligence Agency, 2014). In 2013, the legislative branch of the 
government passed a law modifying the Constitution and allowing Morales to run 
for a third term in the next presidential elections, which will be held at the end of 
2014 (Folha de S.Paulo, 2013). 

Throughout the past five years, Bolivia has sustained rapid economic growth 
mainly due to high commodity prices (Central Intelligence Agency, 2014). A histor-
ically high level of gas production and a rise of consumption drove an economic 
growth of 6.4% in 2013 (Cepalstat, 2014). 

1.2. Higher precipitation 
In 2013, the torrential rains are considered to have started earlier than usual. The 
starting date varies in the press; with some articles stating that the rains began in 
late September while others affirm that the beginning was in October (AFP, 2014 
and AlJazeera, 2014). However, normally, the rainy season starts in November. The 
National Meteorology and Hydrology Service (SENAMHI) of Bolivia was contacted 
both by phone and email but did not provide any information. According to an 
assessment conducted by a Bolivian institution on SENAMHI data, from December 
2013 to February 2014, in Beni it rained twice as much as it rained in the previous 
period (Fundación Milenio, 2014). 

The alteration on precipitation patterns could be a consequence of climate 
change. Indeed, global warming impacts are expected to highly affect Bolivia, with 
changes in the water cycle and more frequent and intense floods being projected to 
have major consequences for the country (World Bank, 2013 and Oxfam, 2009). 

The diversity of Bolivia’s biomes also implies that the country is exposed to 
different climate change impacts, including more frequent droughts, diminishing 
water availability due to the melting of glaciers, food insecurity, higher incidence of 
rainforest fires and mosquito-borne diseases (Oxfam, 2009). 

The torrential rains led many rivers to overflow causing widespread flooding in 
the country’s low lands. The socio-economic consequences of the disaster, including 
several causalities and high displacements, led President Morales to declare a national 
state of emergency in late January. Such an instrument allows local authorities at 
different levels to make budget reallocations in order to assist the disaster’s victims 
(Al Jazeera, 2014). 

More than 140 municipalities, or about one third of the country, were affected by 
the large-scale floods, which in some areas persisted until April (Bolivia 2014). Even 
towns that had not been hit by the rains were inundated by the overrun of rivers 
(interview conducted on 4 April 2014). 
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Map 1. Bolivia’s departments and rivers.

Source: UN
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The heavy rains and flooding destroyed houses and undermined agriculture and 
livestock activities, hampering the livelihoods of thousands of households. The 
disaster also damaged infrastructure, including bridges and roads, cutting off several 
communities from the rest of the country and compromising their access to food 
and drinking water (Gouel, 2014).

According to official data, the recent floods killed at least 59 people and have 
affected more than 60,000 households (EFE, 2014). In Beni, seven out of eight prov-
inces were largely flooded due to the overflow of the Mamore and Beni rivers, 
affecting more than 22,000 households (El Dia, 2014).

The resulting damages and losses are still being estimated. According to the 
General Secretary of the government, Raúl Roca, the total number of cattle killed in 
the country could reach 900,000 (Azcui, 2014c). Preliminary data suggests that only 
in Beni more than 450,000 heads of cattle were killed or about 14 percent of the total 
cattle population of this region. Overall, Beni’s economic losses could reach higher 
than 270 million dollars (Acevedo Luna, 2014). 

National authorities have classified the recent disaster as the worst in the past 40 
years (Infobae, 2014). Morales stated that the recent rains were much more intense 
than those in the first three years of his mandate and the consequences, especially in 
Beni, were without precedent in Bolivia’s history (EFE, 2014). 

In Morales’ first term, Bolivia faced exceptional precipitation due to the 
phenomena of El Niño in 2006/2007 and La Niña in 2007/2008. Coupled with inap-
propriate infrastructure, the extreme weather events led to catastrophic floods and 
landslides. It is estimated that El Niño affected 258,460 persons and resulted in an 
economic impact equivalent to 443 million dollars or 4 percent of Bolivia’s GDP in 
2007 (ECLAC/World Bank, 2014). The consequences of La Niña in the following year 
were considered even worse: 618,740 individuals affected and economic damages and 
losses equivalent to 511 million dollars (ECLAC/World Bank, 2014). Bolivian econo-
mists believe that the aggregated economic losses and damages of the recent floods 
could overpass the 2008 impacts, especially due to impacts on the livestock sector 
(Acevedo Luna, 2014).

1.3. Human--induced environmental changes 
Bolivia has high rates of deforestation, which increases the intensity of floods due 
to the removal of the natural protection of the soil. It is estimated that deforesta-
tion reaches about 300,000 hectares per year in the country, mainly driven by the 
expansion of soybean crops and cattle livestock in Santa Cruz and Beni departments 
(Oxfam, 2009). Furthermore agricultural activities in Beni rely on slash and burn 
techniques that also reinforce the risk and intensity of floods (Acevedo Luna, 2014). 

Another factor that Bolivian experts affirm to have contributed to the floods’ 
intensity in Beni is the building of two Brazilian dams in Madeira River, the latter 
being the border between both countries. The hydroelectric power plants of Santo 
Antonio and Jirau, which are under construction, are said to have slowed down the 
river flow upstream, increasing the deposit of sediments into the river and thus 
augmenting the level of overflow during the rainy season (Azcui, 2014b and Chávez, 
2014). 

Brazilian authorities and experts reject such allegations. They state that the reser-
voirs are small and that the dams are located far from the border (Chávez, 2014). It is 
worth noting that on the Brazilian side of the Amazon basin, the states of Rondonia 
and Acre have faced intense floods due to the unprecedented level of Madeira River 
– the river rose more than 17.5 meters, the historical record. At least 12,500 Brazilians 
have been displaced (Damasceno, 2014). Currently there are no conclusive studies 
showing that the dams are responsible for the floods in the Amazon region. In March 
2014, the governments of both countries agreed to start investigations on the possible 
link between the dam construction and the resulting floods (Azcui, 2014b). 
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2. AnAlYSIS oF THE DISPlAcEMEnT

2.1. Patterns of displacement
The recent torrential rains and long lasting floods played a crucial role in the displace-
ments incurred in Bolivia. Socio-economic issues were also significant drivers of such 
forced displacement. According to Walter Arce, IOM Chief of Mission in Bolivia, 
the most affected households by the natural disaster were the low-income popula-
tion, highly dependent on subsistence agricultural activities (interview conducted 
on 4 April 2014). The majority of victims lived in lowlands situated in riverbanks 
and thus flood-prone zones. Arce affirms that 250 households which were resettled 
in highland zones in the wake of the 2008 catastrophic floods were not affected by 
the 2013/2014 inundations. This suggests that broader resettlement programs could 
enhance the Bolivian communities’ resilience in the event of future floods.

In 2014, the displacement triggered by the floods occurred in various ways; mainly 
within Bolivia’s borders. In most cases people were forced to flee, sometimes without 
governmental assistance (AFP, 2014). When the assisted evacuation occurred, it was 
typically made post-disaster. Both temporary and permanent displacement occurred 
as a result of floods. The IOM Chief of Mission in Bolivia affirmed that some fami-
lies would be able to return to their homes within two or three months (interview 
conducted on 4 April 2014). Other households would need to be resettled. 

At the onset of the floods, the communities were unprepared; without options of 
temporary housing, stocks of food and adequate drinking water (Huañapaco, 2014). 

The intermittent rain complicated the rescue and humanitarian aid distribution, 
which in many cases could only be made through the use of helicopters, airplanes or 
boats. In Beni, for instance, a joint effort of navy and army officials took a 39-hour-
journey by boat to reach isolated communities in Santa Maria in late January. 
According to the Presidency Minister Juan Ramon Quintana, the boat would provide 
the local population with staple food, drinking water, medical care and evacuate 
people voluntarily if they wanted to go to the city of Trinidad, capital of Beni, or 
other locations in safer conditions. In these cases, the dwellers had the option of 
taking a ride on the boat in its journey back (Sanchez, 2014). 

Unlike the case of Santa Maria, in many communities people were forced to 
move to high lands, as houses were destroyed or submerged. In Puerto Ballivian, an 
isolated community near Trinidad, the only dry place was near the village school. 
When the first humanitarian teams arrived, families were sheltered in the building’s 
patio (Samaritan’s Purse, 2014).

According to Bolivia’s human rights Ombudsman Rolando Villena, in the Isiboro 
Secure National Park and Indigenous Territory (TIPNIS), a community-owned land 
located between the north of Cochabamba  and the south of Beni, several indige-
nous families have left their homes without any type of assistance, In late February, 
Villena stated that the conditions of isolated indigenous populations were critical, as 
humanitarian aid was not reaching them. Moreover, there was not adequate informa-
tion on their living conditions (Erbol, 2014). Morales’ second term has been marked 
by conflicts with TIPNIS communities who oppose the building of a controversial 
highway, which would divide their territory (Usi, 2013).  

In late February, the Mayor of Santa Ana (a municipality of Beni), Gustavo Antelo, 
affirmed that all the local communities of Santa Ana were underwater and the popu-
lation had been evacuated to disaster shelters. The local authorities also launched a 
health warning aimed at avoiding fish consumption after floods reached the sewage 
treatment pounds (Azcui, 2014a). 

In early March 2014, populations in vulnerable neighborhoods of Guayaramerín, 
one of the most affected municipalities in Beni, were evacuated to camps, as the 
mounting level of Mamore River, the largest in Bolivia, became an increasing threat 
to a structure aimed at detaining the river’s overflow (Cartagena 2014). On the border 
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with Brazil, Guayaramerín is located in a region where all the accumulated water 
of Bolivia’s rivers flows towards them from the Andes towards the Atlantic Ocean. 
Mamore unites with Beni River to form the Madeira River. 

In early April 2014, Mamore flows continued to increase, flooding both urban and 
rural areas of Guayaramerín. By that time, the evacuation process was still ongoing 
and some displaced people had to cross international borders. Approximately 120 
families had to be sheltered in Brazil, as the level of Mamore River hindered their 
transfer to Bolivian shelters. Preliminary data estimated more than 2,500 households 
affected. In the city of Guayaramerín, although the inundation hampered the access 
to houses, some owners resisted to go to shelters trying to protect the remainder of 
their belongings (El Diario, 2014e). 

According to the Emergency Operations Center (COE), nearly all the public facili-
ties in Guayaramerín were used as shelters and school classes were suspended until 
mid-April, when the water level started to decline, in order to accommodate the 
displaced people (El Diario, 2014d). 

2.2. Disaster shelters and camps 
Internally displaced persons - henceforth referred to as “IDPs” - were sheltered in 
educational and sport facilities, exhibition venues and improvised camps. The 
federal and local governments, with support of international organizations, such as 
the United Nations, distributed tents for thousands of households. Governments of 
other countries such as Italy, Argentina, Brazil, Venezuela and the United States also 
assisted with humanitarian aid (Economía Bolivia, 2014b). 

In Trinidad, Beni’s capital, three generations inhabited the same tent. Rosa, 
Graciela and Cibeles, grandmother, mother and daughter, shared a 16-square-meter 
tent with five other members of their family (World Food Program, 2014). One of the 
evacuees, Cristina Moye, from Puerto Geralda, stated that in her shelter the food 
provided consisted only of rice, noodles and chicken innards (Pérez, 2014). 

Besides food issues and poor water and sanitation services, IDPs also faced the 
risk of disease exposure. By the beginning of April, there were more than 100 thou-
sands registered cases of health problems among the affected population in approxi-
mately 150 disaster shelters, including respiratory infection, mycosis and acute diar-
rheal disease. In Riberalta, at least two cases of dengue were recorded in shelters. 
In this municipality, located in Beni, at least 90 communities were affected by the 
floods and 29 shelters were set (Agencia Boliviana de Información, 2014). 

The International Organization for Migration (IOM) in Bolivia has worked to 
transform improvised shelters into “model camps” aimed at improving the living 
conditions of the displaced persons. In these camps the families were sheltered in 
tents and had access to electricity. In addition, the organization has worked jointly 
with the NGO ‘Action Against Hunger’ to provide water and sewage treatment for the 
camps as well as transportation for displaced children to attend school. In partner-
ship with the federal and local governments and supported by the Spanish Agency 
for International Cooperation and Development (AECID), IOM established a camp 
with 250 family-size tents in Trinidad, where even the shelters had been flooded 
(IOM, 2014; Economía Bolivia, 2014b). Another camp with tents for 500 families was 
set-up in Guayaramerín (IOM, 2014). 

2.3. Divergent numbers  
As common in many cases of internal displacement, it is difficult to obtain a reliable 
total Figure of IDPs in Bolivia. Bolivian official data from late February 2014 reports 
that approximately 60,000 households were affected by the flooding (EFE, 2014). This 
number is probably higher as floods lasted until April 2014 and there is no data on 
isolated communities. Official reports only inform aggregated data regards to the 
number of IDPs, meaning that it is not possible to determine the total number of 
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people affected or displaced. This could be regarded as a way of reducing public 
perception with regards to the social consequences of the flooding. The World Food 
Program, in turn, estimates that floods have affected 325,000 people (El Diario, 2014j). 

Press coverage, especially foreign reported articles, use the Figure for families 
affected as the number of households displaced. This also seems to be the case in 
IOM reports, which mention 68,000 homeless families (IOM, 2014). The Spanish 
newspaper El País reported that there were some 200,000 people displaced and 75,000 
households affected (Azcui, 2014c) without providing the data source. The IOM Chief 
of Mission in Bolivia, Walter Arce, however, highlights that the official Figure of 
households affected by the floods does not only refer to IDPs but also, for instance, 
to families who lost agricultural production and remained in their lands (interview 
conducted on 4 April 2014). According to Arce the number of displaced households 
by early April was 7,000. This estimation does not take into account the indigenous 
communities of TIPINIS, from which there is a lack of accurate data. 

In Beni, floods affected more than 22,000 households in several municipalities 
and indigenous communities according to the governor of this region, Carmelo Lens 
El Diario, 2014i).

3. DISASTER RISk MAnAGEMEnT AnD PolIcY RESPonSES 

3.1. Lack of disaster prevention 
Socio-economic damages due to the recent floods can be considered, at least to 
some extent, as a consequence of the lack of appropriate disaster risk management 
at both the local and national level. Precipitation in the last season have exceeded 
records of past years and floods are expected to occur in Bolivia on a yearly basis and 
are becoming increasingly severe. The rise of floods intensity can be perceived, for 
instance, by reading news from the past seven years. Press articles from 2007/2008, 
for example, considered the floods at that time the worst in Bolivia. Four years later, 
national authorities classified the 2012 floods as the worst. In 2014, the floods reached 
a new record, being considered even more severe (Stephanes, 2012).

In spite of past disasters and the projections that floods might become more 
frequent due to climate change, little has been done to reduce the vulnerability of 
communities. Many affected households were living in flood-prone zones and the 
authorities do not rely on early warning systems or a logistic instrument for risk 
management (Acevedo Luna, 2014). In addition, deforestation and some agricultural 
practices increased the intensity of floods (Acevedo Luna, 2014). 

Marcelo Higueras, a Bolivian expert in natural resources, states that although 
Bolivia has several laws in place concerning the environment and risk management, 
they are often not effective in practice. An example of this is the 2000 law for risk 
reduction and disaster response aimed at establishing a legal landscape to encourage 
a reduction of socio-economic vulnerabilities of Bolivia and an appropriate manage-
ment of natural, technological and man-made disasters. Higueras affirms that Bolivian 
policies concerning disaster management adopt a post-event approach rather than 
a prevention perspective. The expert points out, however, that the government of 
Santa Cruz as well as some municipal governments, including the city of La Paz, has 
been implementing climate change adaptation programs (Acevedo Luna, 2014). 

Moreover, public investments on disaster risk management are low and are not 
encouraged by Bolivian law. According to the public spending specialist economist 
Jimmy Osorio, the public expenditure from the departments and municipal govern-
ments on disaster risk management is less than 2% of total investment as such 
expenditure is optional (Acevedo Luna, 2014). Furthermore, he highlights that the 
spending on risk management is related to rehabilitation and rebuilding, confirming 
the small investment in prevention. 
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Economist Armando Méndez, economic policy specialist and former president of 
Bolivia’s Central Bank, considers that the Bolivian government could have carried out 
infrastructure work, such as the channeling of rivers and the building of retaining 
walls during the dry seasons in order to avoid socio-economic damages (El Diario, 
2014b). These types of initiatives would have possibly spared authorities from urgent 
measures such as to build retaining walls in the face of rivers’ overflows. This can 
be illustrated by the case of Santa Ana, in Beni, where the federal and local govern-
ments with Venezuela’s support, worked to build a retaining wall to protect the 
urban center as the level of Mamore River was dramatically increasing. According 
to official reports, helicopters had to transport the sand required for this civil work 
(Azcui, 2014a). A similar situation occurred in San Joaquin, also in Beni, where munic-
ipal authorities attempted to build a structure to detain the flooding after 70 percent 
of the town’s population had been already affected by the flood and 70 households 
were evacuated (Peredo, 2014). 

It is worth noting that in 2007 the World Bank approved a 12.5 million dollar 
project aimed at helping Bolivia to implement its National Plan for Sustainable Reha-
bilitation and Reconstruction, launched in the wake of the natural disaster due to 
El Niño 2006/2007. The project was also aimed at strengthening Bolivia’s ability to 
respond to future adverse natural hazards (World Bank, 2014). In 2008, following La 
Niña, the budget of the Emergency Recovery and Disaster Management Project was 
increased to 16.5 million dollars (World Bank, 2014). 

The World Bank’s project focused on rebuilding infrastructure including roads, 
bridges and river flood walls, as well as on fostering instruments and tools to be 
incorporated in disaster risk management (World Bank, 2013). For example, the initia-
tive encouraged the improvement of SENAMHI’s forecasting capability and carried 
out institutional capacity building trainings on risk management (World Bank, 
2014). The Bank considered the project’s results, which ended on September 2013, as 
satisfactory, despite several difficulties regarding its implementation. The volatile 
political situation, high turnover of government officers and disagreement between 
national and departments governments over responsibility for prevention efforts 
are among the main challenges identified against the project’s effectiveness (World 
Bank, 2014). The World Bank considers that, in spite of recent progress on Bolivia’s 
legislative framework, there are currently still significant legislative gaps and lack of 
operational capability with regard to disaster risk management (World Bank, 2014).

3.2. Political schisms and consequences on humanitarian efforts 
The assistance to the victims of floods was highly poisoned by political schisms. 
Tensions, disagreements and exchanged accusations between the federal and depart-
ments government resulted in a lack of coordination, duplication of efforts and 
inequality in the distribution of humanitarian aid. There are also allegations that 
public assistance was politically driven at different levels, leading to an unequal assis-
tance between communities that supported the governments and their opponents. 

According to Bolivia’s human rights Ombudsman Rolando Villena, certain areas 
were provided with food and drinking water more frequently than others. Certain 
households received support from the federal, state and municipal governments 
while others received no assistance whatsoever (Pérez, 2014). The situation is said to 
be particularly prevalent in Beni, where Morales’s MAS party never won elections. 
Indigenous populations in TIPINIS have also been considered as the least assisted 
groups (El Diario, 2014c). The Ombudsman Villena was elected in 2010 by the Pluri-
national Legislative Assembly for representing the interests of the Bolivian people 
through investigating and addressing complaints of human rights violation.

However, federal authorities refused these allegations. The Ministry of Defens 
Rubén Saavedra, for example, accused the Ombudsman Rolando Villena of allowing 
politics to influence his statements following the natural disaster and affected 
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households. Saavedra stated that the federal government provided more than 900 
tons of humanitarian aid (Pérez, 2014). 

On the other hand Bolivia’s human rights Ombudsman, the governor of Beni and 
representatives of the Catholic Church affirmed that humanitarian aid was insuffi-
cient to meet the affected households’ needs. They insisted that the federal govern-
ment should have declared a state of disaster in the departments of Beni, Pando and 
La Paz (Economía Bolivia, 2014a). According to Bolivian Law 2140 on emergencies and 
disasters, this mechanism facilitates the receiving of international aid (Pérez, 2014). 

President Morales refused to declare a state of disaster affirming that the govern-
ment had sufficient conditions to help Bolivians (Agencia Boliviana de Información, 
2014). The opposition accused the President of taking this stance due to political 
motivations (El Diario, 2014h). 

Members of the government, in turn, alleged that Beni’s request of declaring a 
state of disaster had political motivations. The Bolivian Vice President, Álvaro García 
Linera, said that the governor of Beni and the mayors of such department wanted to 
save money for electoral campaigns (Pérez, 2014). 

3.3. Rebuilding plan and recommendations 
In the wake of the 2014 natural disasters, the Morales government presented the Plan 
Patujú, aimed at rebuilding and rehabilitating the zones impacted by the rains and 
floods as well as preventing future disasters. According to Morales, 476 million dollars 
will be invested in disaster risk management, both in rehabilitation and prevention 
(Los Tiempos, 2014).

The Bolivian president states that the Plan will focus on enhancing infrastruc-
ture, including road rehabilitation, the building of dikes and rebuilding of damaged 
houses. The strategy focuses on investments in sanitation, cash transfers for small 
farmers and a program to foster cattle herd repopulation. In addition, Morales 
pledged to allocate 2.6 million dollars in new resettlement programs (Los Tiempos, 
2014). A policy to assist the affected households to overcome economic losses is 
essential and could help to reduce the risk of migration to urban areas as a mean to 
escape poverty. 

Before the announcement of the Plan Patujú, federal authorities affirmed that 
30,000 hectares of state owned lands would be used for the resettlement of 600 
affected households in the province of Santa Cruz (Agencia Boliviana de Infor-
mación, 2014). According to the Vice Minister of Land Jorge Barahona, the resettle-
ment process would be voluntary, meaning that the families would choose whether 
to move or not. (Agencia Boliviana de Información, 2014). 

In order to prevent further displacement and other severe consequences due to 
floods, Bolivia has to implement measures to reduce communities’ vulnerability. 
High priority should be given to improving the livelihoods of those affected, enabling 
them to escape poverty and move to safer areas with increased job opportunities. 
Resettlement programs should aim at significantly reducing the number of people 
living in flood-prone zones. This could also be an important adaptation strategy 
against the impacts of climate change. Apart from reducing environmental vulner-
abilities, it is essential to foster the economic inclusion of the resettled people, since 
with the resettlement they tend to lose their means of livelihood thus increasing 
their economic vulnerability. However, in order for these programs to succeed, they 
have to be based on sound science data and to be designed jointly with communities. 

Another crucial measure is to build appropriate infrastructure aimed at dimin-
ishing the risk of inundation, such as the channeling of rivers and retaining walls. 
It is also necessary to put in place effective early warning systems to enable people 
to evacuate before a natural disaster strikes. This could reduce the number of 
victims and cases in which people are cut off geographically from the rest of the 
country, loosing access to essential provisions. Moreover, the communities have to 
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be educated on how to react in emergency situations. Policies should also target the 
reduction of deforestation rates and agriculture practices that increase the risk of 
floods as well as to foster reforestation programs. 

In addition, disaster risk management in Bolivia should focus on prevention and 
be carried out in coordination with different levels of the government. The views of 
various stakeholders, including the local communities, should be taken into account 
during the design of these policies. It could be made, for instance, through public 
consultations.

4. concluSIon 

The recent natural disasters in Bolivia can be considered partially as man-made disas-
ters. Human activities have not only contributed to increasing the communities’ 
vulnerability to natural hazards but are also likely to have augmented their inten-
sity. A large portion of the population affected were socially vulnerable and lived in 
flood-prone zones, being forced to flee when the disaster occurred. 

Besides the lack of risk prevention, crisis management, including the distribution 
of humanitarian aid and the evacuation process, was negatively affected by political 
rivalries. As a result, many families were forced to flee without assistance. Even those 
families relying on public support were accommodated in improvised shelters, with 
poor services. 

Climate change is expected to further increase the frequency and intensity of 
extreme weather events in Bolivia. In order to cope with these impacts, disaster risk 
management is needed. Such strategies should focus on prevention, reducing the 
population’s exposure to disasters and the resulting effects. Resettlement programs 
may be a crucial strategy to adapt to climate change, if well designed. 

At the same time, it is necessary to take appropriate measures to reduce the 
factors that increase the risk and intensity of floods. The impacts of Brazilian dams 
in Bolivia have yet to be investigated, and if proven, appropriate actions would be 
required to lower their effects. 

As natural hazards are likely to continue to take place in Bolivia, the government 
should take advantage of the recent economic growth and implement comprehen-
sive policies in order to prevent the country from facing major disasters and conse-
quent displacement on a yearly basis. Better coordination among the different levels 
of government is also needed to guarantee that the country’s population will be 
equally and more efficiently assisted in the event of natural disasters. ♦
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SoPHIE BRoWn

The Impact of Displacement 
in the 2013/2014 Southern 
England Winter Floods
Resilient Communities or “Re-traumatisation 
by bureaucracy”? 

T
he winter floods in the United Kingdom were some of the worst on 
record, with an estimated 7,800 homes flooded (UK Government, 
2014). According to the Association of British Insurers, the winter 
floods will cost the United Kingdom insurance industry £1.1 billion 
(ABI, 2014). The South of England, experiencing record-breaking rain-
fall, was particularly severely hit, both inland, from surface run-off 
and river overflow, as well as in coastal regions from storm surges. 
Therefore, although flooding took place throughout the country, 

this case study will focus on displacement in Southern England, in the counties 
of Somerset and Cornwall in particular. The interplay of administrative bodies at 
different regional levels has been particularly important. Whilst flood response is 
organised at a regional-local (county) level, national political and local community 
forces have been highly influential in shaping both direct response as well as policy 
impacts.

Photo 1. Flooding on the Somerset Levels (taken by P.Hipwell, Feb 2014)
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As a developed country, the United Kingdom is seen, almost automatically, to be 
high on resistance and low on vulnerability. The relationship between income and 
vulnerability is not linear, however, and “rich” people can be vulnerable too. The 
widespread winter flooding in the United Kingdom has seriously thrown into ques-
tion the preconception that those in developed countries are able to cope. Within 
the United Kingdom there is a lack of understanding of the impact on individuals 
and communities of displacement on various timescales. There are little discussed 
but nonetheless important problems with insurance, and a strong reliance on social 
capital and communities when displacement occurs. Flood groups and community 
level action groups (such as FLAG, the Flooding on the Levels Action Group) are 
increasingly being formed. 

This paper addresses flood-related displacement on three different timescales: the 
process of leaving and short-term displacement (via evacuation or rescue), moving 
out and implications for daily life (“mid-term” displacement), and the long-term 
impacts of displacement on both communities and individuals. Support mechanisms 
available for those displaced by flooding will be discussed, as well as planning policy 
and issues surrounding insurance, both of which will affect the longer-term trends 
of flood-related displacement. Six interviews were conducted for the study, a full list 
of which can be found in the bibliography. As nearly all interviewees noted the lack 
of research and dialogue on flood-related displacement in the United Kingdom, it is 
hoped that this paper can go some way towards addressing this research gap.

1. THE EnVIRonMEnTAl conTExT

Figure 1 below shows rainfall values for Southern England from October 2013 to 
February 2014, the period of the winter flooding. As floods take time to recede, some 
areas were still underwater into March and early April 2014. Rainfall for October 
and December was above average, as shown, leading to saturated ground and, subse-
quently, groundwater flooding. Rainfall for January was the highest on record (since 
1910) and in February rainfall almost reached the maximum value dating back to 1923. 
For the United Kingdom in general, Figure 2 shows the extent of the winter rainfall. 
In the Government’s words, “the winter of 2013 to 2014 was the wettest on record” (UK 
Government website, 2014). 

Figure 1. Southern England and United Kingdom Rainfall Data for October 2013 to 
February 2014 
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The United Kingdom’s Centre for Ecology and Hydrology noted that all four types 
of flooding occurred: tidal, pluvial (flash), fluvial (from river overflow) and ground-
water (runoff from saturated land) (Met Office & CEH report, 2014). This demon-
strates the extent of the flooding in a wide variety of different geographical contexts 
and landscapes. While the type of flooding strongly influences the type and nature 
of displacement, for example pluvial flooding will often lead to sudden evacuations 
and rescue, it is rarely the determining factor. 1

1.1. Focus: Southern England
This paper focuses on Somerset and Cornwall, in the South-west of England. The 
local institutional specificities of these two counties affect how displacement caused 
by flooding is managed and approached. 

Somerset Levels 
The case of the Somerset Levels was highly mediatised, making it a major political 
issue at the national level in the context of spending cuts for flood defences and 
maintenance. Somerset has a relatively fragmented regional organisation, containing 
District and Borough Councils as well as an overarching County Council, which 
has received some criticism. In the United Kingdom, County Councils have overall 
responsibility for flood response (and to some extent risk) management. 

Although most residents were aware of the flood risk days in advance, incom-
plete analysis of this risk and inappropriate responses led to many newsworthy 
and dramatic evacuations, including of livestock of the many farms. The rural and 
dispersed population means that information about displacement is generally poor 
and flood response has proven itself to be bottom-up driven. 

Cornwall
300 properties were affected in Cornwall during the winter floods through tidal 
and surface water flooding in the context of severe storms.2 There is no official data 
regarding the number of people displaced from these properties. Martyn Alvey, 
Community Flood Resilience Manager at Cornwall County Council, works hand 
in hand with the community-level “Cornwall Community Flood Forum” (CCFF) 
aiming to increase resilience of communities in Cornwall to flooding. Since the 2007 
flooding, Cornwall has worked heavily on community resilience, and is participating 
in Defra’s pathfinder scheme in order to further share best practices nationally. 

The relative success story of Cornwall is due in part to its unitary authority, which 
avoids some of the challenges related to fragmented responsibilities experienced by 
other counties. Local scale characteristics are also very important in reducing the 
likelihood of large-scale displacement caused by flooding; in Cornwall the settle-
ments are relatively dispersed and there is high availability of accommodation in 
winter months (due to the importance of summer tourism), these factors attenuate 
the challenges of flood-related displacement. 

1.2. Displacement Data
There is almost no data on the numbers of people displaced by flooding in the 
United Kingdom, either through evacuations, rescue or longer-term displacement. 
Government Figure ures, aforementioned 7,800 homes flooded (UK Government, 
2014), pertain to the homes themselves. The press and media frequently cite Figure 

1. Discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.1 of this paper. 

2. Martyn Alvey, Community Flood Resilience Manager, 08/04/14.
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ures about evacuations,3 although it is unclear where these numbers come from. The 
most likely hypothesis is that they are estimations from on-the-ground sources or 
emergency services in the case of rescue. Government data seems to be very approxi-
mate. Displacement, therefore, whilst being the most extreme and long-term impact 
of flooding, is receiving little more than initial, spontaneous, “blue light” attention. 
There is almost no follow-up despite intense attention given to communities over 
short periods of time. The implications of such media attention for policy response 
seem to be significant and will be discussed further later in this paper. 

As mentioned, County Councils collect data about the numbers of properties 
flooded, and in Cornwall regarding “near misses” (where the garden or garage has 
flooded), however no information is collected about the people who have left (or, 
indeed, remain) and their current location.4 Furthermore, the council is unaware of 
some properties that flooded. For the most part these are owners who have chosen 
to “go under the radar” for insurance purposes. Procedures seem to be different in 
Somerset, however. In an interview, Gill Slattery, Councillor for North Curry & Stoke 
St Gregory, indicated that they keep track of who is able to remain in their homes (or 
not), their current location, as well as if they have house insurance.5

Estimates for the number of properties without flood insurance are often “less 
than 20%”.6 According to government Figure ures, available on their website, over 
6,500 visits were made by insurers for over 7,800 properties flooded. These Figure 
ures would therefore indicate that around 17% of the properties in the winter floods 
were not insured against flood risk. Information from insurance companies can, 
however, shed some light on flood displacement. 

Nationally, it is estimated that temporary accommodation was arranged (by 
insurers) for 2,100 households (UK Government, 2014). The vast majority of those 
who are displaced, however, use their social networks to find alternative accom-
modation, staying with friends, relatives or neighbours (at least in the short term). 
Government Figure ures, based on council tax payments, estimate that just over 
1,000 households are still hoping to return to their homes. Statistics from floods 
in 2007, released as part of the Government’s “Pitt Review”, show that within three 
months 50% of households had returned and within 6 months 82% had gone back 

(Pitt Review, 2008). However, there are still people today who have been unable to 
return to their homes. A quick calculation based on the Government Figure ures 
cited above suggests that the rate of return for the 2013 winter floods is higher than 
in 2007, indicating that, at the time of writing (April 2014), 87% of households had 
already returned 7(UK Government website, 2014). It would however be expected that 
insurance companies already have this information for all properties whose insur-
ance covers flood risk (i.e. around 83% of households).

2. EVAcuATIon & REScuE

Evacuation (before the flood) and rescue (during the flood) are the most immediate, 
short-term forms of displacement caused by flooding, generally receiving the most 
attention, both on the part of authorities and the media. During the 2013 winter 

3.. For example “Floods: Hundreds evacuated and thousands more at risk” (BBC News England, 2014).

4. Martyn Alvey, op cit

5. Gill Slattery, Councillor for North Curry & Stoke St Gregory, 11/04/14

6. Martyn Alvey, op cit

7. Government Figure ures indicated that 1000 households of the 7800 flooded had not returned home, so 12. 
8% of the properties flooded. The rate of return can therefore be estimated at around 87.2%. 
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floods, there were many media reports about evacuations and rescue missions. On 
the Somerset Levels, for example, water levels rose so quickly around Moorland that 
a lack of access led emergency services to announce evacuation orders out of a heli-
copter8 (Western Daily Press, 2014). Other evacuations were likened to World War 
Two, with people coming in their nightclothes and a hotel being used as a “control 
centre” by police and emergency services (BBC News Devon, 2014). Thousands of 
homes were evacuated on the river Thames and 350 people were rescued (BBC 
England, 2014). The evacuations were portrayed as disorderly and panicked. In most 
cases, however, several days’ notice of the impending floods was given, but people 
were very reluctant to evacuate their homes. 

Photo 2. Flooding on the Somerset Levels (Taken by P. Hipwell, Feb 2014)

2.1 How do people decide whether to evacuate?
There are many elements that make up the decision whether to stay or evacuate, 
depending largely on individual circumstances. When asked what drives the deci-
sion to stay or go, Heather Shepherd, from the National Flood Forum, came up with 
a number of factors. The emotional factor would appear to be the biggest reason 
why people delay evacuation from their homes once a flood has occurred. “People 
feel safer in their homes”, she notes, “home represents a sanctuary, a private space”9. 
Emotional attachment is an important dimension of evacuation, and undoubtedly 
affects the long-term implications of displacement related to flooding in the United 
Kingdom, to be discussed further in section 4. 

Doubt about the security of an evacuated home is also an issue for homeowners. 
Despite the fact that crime is actually reduced during a flood, the notion that homes 

8. The message said: “Flood danger imminent. Please evacuate to [North Petherton]”.

9. Heather Shepherd, Community and Recovery Support, National Flood Forum, 08/04/14.
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become vulnerable to thieves when streets are empty plays an important role in the 
decision to stay or delay evacuation.10 This was reflected in the widespread dissatis-
faction when the end to the roadblocks was announced in Somerset.11 Roadblocks 
are often put in place during extensive flooding. In Somerset when the end of these 
was widely advertised, however, people were angry. As a large number of homes had 
been evacuated and were left unoccupied, it seemed like an advertisement for easy 
access to empty houses. This reflects the concern that homeowners have for the 
security of their houses when they are not there. 

The important role of animals and pets was also mentioned.12 In Somerset, some 
were forward thinking in evacuating their animals beforehand but for many this 
proved impossible. Moreover, as Somerset is a rural area, many people have large 
animals such as ponies, donkeys, or dogs. The role of animals is especially important 
for the elderly or vulnerable where a pet is particularly significant. For instance, a 
couple with mobility problems had 12 large dogs and were very reluctant to evacuate. 
As such, they were putting their animals’13 needs before their own; a decision that 
was also in part influenced by a poor understanding of the way authorities would 
handle the animals . Rather than informing themselves, they believed the fire brigade 
would deem the animals dangerous and euthanize them. 

Indeed, thinking that the water “probably won’t get any higher”14 is a key reason 
that people wait until the last minute and evacuation becomes rescue. “People went 
into paralysis, they weren’t thinking rationally and practically, they were just telling 
themselves ‘it is not happening’”.15 In Somerset many people were not convinced of 
the severity of the flood and delayed leaving, despite warnings being given days in 
advance in some areas. One well-publicised case included lorries full of cows that 
had to be evacuated in very bad conditions, causing the lorries to fall off the road. 
Though the farmer had been made aware several days earlier of the need to evacuate, 
his refusal to do so caused an emergency evacuation. Homeowners are far more 
likely to leave where children are involved though.16 This is most likely due to the 
danger for children of being around contaminated water and other flood-related 
hazards, such as short-circuits. 

The nature of the flood can also lead to different types of displacement, as previ-
ously mentioned. It is interesting to note, however, that only one of the interviewees 
referred to this directly.17 Other factors, such as anxiety, children, or an underestima-
tion of the risk, were generally considered to be of greater importance when there is 
a decision to be made. A “wash through”, for example, is a flood that enters a house 
for only a few hours. The occupants generally leave while it happens and return 
when the water recedes. In other types of floods, the water may seep slowly into 
houses, damaging floors, carpets and furniture. Dehumidifiers are required in these 
situations, but an individual’s decision to leave, or not, will largely depend on indi-
vidual circumstances, as discussed. Although there are negative health consequences 
of living in a damp space, moving upstairs is an option. Financial resources and 
insurance are likely to be significant in these situations. Deep-water floods, however, 
last several weeks causing long-term destruction. In addition, a lack of sanitation 

10. Heather Shepherd, op cit .

11. Gill Slattery, op cit.

12. Heather Shepherd and Gill Slattery, op cit.

13. Gill Slattery, op cit.

14. Heather Shepherd, op cit.

15. Gill Slattery, op cit.

16. Heather Shepherd, op cit.

17. Gill Slattery, op cit.
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resulting from deep-water floods makes houses impossible to stay in. As FLAG 
(Flooding on the Levels Action Group) representative Rebecca Horsington noted, the 
flooding in Somerset has been relatively prolonged, with floodwaters still receding at 
the time of the interview, in the beginning of April.

The flood itself can therefore be considered a necessary but not sufficient factor 
for evacuation: without a flood risk evacuation will not take place, however flooding 
itself is not sufficient to lead to evacuation. Factors affecting the decision to evac-
uate include emotional attachment to property and belongings, children, animals 
and pets, worries about crime and further damage, underestimation of the risk and 
thinking “it won’t get worse”, and the nature of the flood itself. Once the decision to 
leave is made, either through evacuation or rescue, the next consideration is where 
to go. 

2.2 Where do people go?
Every County Council in the United Kingdom has an emergency plan and will set 
up emergency evacuation centres in the case of a flood. The centres are “some-
where immediate to go to, which is warm, dry and where you can have a cup of 
tea”.18 However, some evacuation centres are used for all emergency situations rather 
than floods in particular, which means that they may become inaccessible or flood 
themselves. Churches consequently play a significant role as they are often built on 
higher land and therefore tend not to flood. “Churches together” is a group of volun-
teers that was particularly active during the winter floods. Westfield United Reform 
Church in Somerset, for example, turned the church into a rest centre for local people 
evacuated because of the flooding (Churches Together, 2014). These reception centres 
are an important part of the evacuation response, both officially, where people can 
get support, grants and advice, and as an unofficial first port of call. 

Local authorities also have statutory housing responsibilities. In most cases, 
accommodation is paid for by insurers when a property is affected by a flood. Indeed 
one of the first things those displaced by flooding have to do is ring their insurance 
company, something that Whittle et al. (2010) note can itself become traumatic in 
a time of distress. This winter around 17% of properties were affected by a lack of 
flood insurance though, which means that accommodation costs for those displaced 
would not be covered. The majority of those uncovered stay with friends or rela-
tives. County councils step in only for a very small percentage of cases, for example 
with vulnerable groups who have no alternative.19 The situation is exacerbated when 
whole communities are affected.

Neighbours and social capital within local communities are extremely important 
for initial evacuations and flood response, particularly where access routes are closed 
or alternative accommodation is unavailable. In Heather Shepherd’s own experi-
ence, she and her family were taken in by their neighbours (whose house was built 
on slightly higher land), as they were unable to get out of the village immediately. 
In Somerset, FLAG evacuates local farm animals and finds alternative lodging on a 
purely voluntary basis.20 

Whilst no data exists on the usage of emergency evacuation centres (except 
sporadically where residents are forced to stay overnight), it is hard to quantify their 
importance in situations of flood-related displacement. They appear to be a point of 
reference or a first port of call before finding friends and family to go to, and then 

18. Martyn Alvey, op cit.

19. Martyn Alvey, op cit.

20. Rebecca Horsington, Flooding on the Levels Action Group (FLAG) Representative – Volunteer Press Officer and 
Member, 11/04/14.
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potentially longer-term private accommodation paid for by insurers. 

2.3 Do people know what to do? 
Cornwall County Council found that 40% of people living in high-risk properties did 
not know who to contact in the event of a flood.21  Indeed, in many cases it is unclear 
which agency or individual is responsible for what. The Pitt Review clarified these 
responsibilities at a national and regional level, however they are still unclear at the 
household level. Councillor Slattery, however, when asked if residents were aware of 
the reception centres, felt that generally most were aware of them. For many people, 
help simply comes to them. 

Taunton Deane Borough Council,22 in Somerset, called and visited every person 
identified by the police as being affected by the flood.23 Each village has a flood sub-
committee that identified the most vulnerable people in the community in order to 
help them with evacuation and flood response. At times, however, this led to “inex-
perienced people giving bad advice”.24 Rather than evacuating everyone, those resi-
dents who expressed a desire to stay were helped to sandbag their properties even in 
inappropriate situations. In addition, Parish Councils are made up of residents and 
as such have variable skills. This could lead to some people being missed by Parish 
Council led initiatives.

Photo 3. Flooding in Henfield, West Sussex (Taken by J. Brown, Feb 2014)

21. Martyn Alvey, op cit.

22. Borough Council: an administrative unit of English local government, smaller than that of a County Council. 
Exact functions vary depending on the local context.

23. Gill Slattery, op cit.

24. Gill Slattery, op cit.
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3. MoVInG-ouT – MID-TERM DISPlAcEMEnT

3.1 Implications for individuals and daily life
The words used by the interviewees when asked to describe the impact of moving 
out included: “devastating”,25 “confusing when you realise you can’t go back”,26 “a 
huge disruption”,27 and “it has big psychological impact”.28 Displacement caused by 
flooding clearly has a profound impact on every aspect of people’s lives. Interviewees 
talk about “not knowing if you’re coming or going” and the sense of uncertainty 
about the future. The flooding in Somerset has been relatively prolonged, with water 
still receding or being pumped out of many places at the beginning of April 2014. 
Nearly everyone in the community is affected, although as Cllr Slattery noted, to 
different degrees. The impact of displacement depends to a great extent on indi-
vidual circumstances and factors such as age. Some believe that although the elderly 
are more vulnerable physically, they are often better equipped to cope emotionally.29 

Indeed, the negative health effects are not only limited to the physical aspects of 
the flood itself. Although there are flood support workers in reception centres, many 
people find being displaced by flooding difficult to talk about. Many are reluctant to 
admit that they are stressed and seek out a counsellor. In her flood recovery work, 
Heather Shepherd, has met people who have suffered nervous breakdowns due to 
the stress and trauma of flood related displacement. These individuals may have felt 
they couldn’t tell anyone because they felt that “everyone else was dealing with it 
so well”.30 Pride is also an important factor to take into account, particularly in rela-
tion to insurance. Many households may have insurance that does not cover floods, 
however this is often difficult to admit to.

Flood related displacement has a profound impact on the daily lives of displaced 
persons. Getting settled and back into a routine is a major hurdle that needs to be 
overcome. In Heather Shepherd’s experience of flood displacement, for example, she 
was unable to live at home for a year. It was winter at the time of the flood and, as all 
the family’s belonging had been packed away, when summer arrived they were left 
with no summer clothes. Living in temporary accommodation, such as a caravan, 
raises many practical issues with distressing implications. Although seemingly 
simple, for example having no kitchen utensils means repurchasing many items, and 
the cumulative effects can be significant (financial as well as practical). Even small 
journeys (such as taking the children to school), and washing clothes can become 
very complicated. Family pets, mentioned earlier, often require long-term kennels, 
for example. Although insurance companies usually pay these for, many pet owners 
naturally choose to opt out of this service.

As mentioned, contacting insurance companies is one of the first actions taken 
by displaced persons. Insurers will often pay for accommodation however they can 
require complicated paperwork and approvals, such as for the rent amount. It is often 
difficult to find accommodation near your residence as any available accommoda-
tion is taken quickly, and rent prices sharply increase as a result of the unexpected 
and abrupt demand. The situation is even more complicated for those who are not 
covered by flood insurance. Councils have to be careful about setting precedents for 

25. Somerset Resident, 05/03/14.

26. Heather Shepherd, op cit.

27. Heather Shepherd, op cit.

28. Rebecca Horsington, op cit.

29. Heather Shepherd, op cit.

30. Heather Shepherd, op cit.
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future flood responses.31 In light of this, those not covered by insurance tend receive 
support from local charities. One uncertainty, which will be discussed further, is 
whether a resident will be able to afford flood insurance once a property is deter-
mined susceptible to flooding. The cost of the flood risk element of insurance can 
be very high, one family would have had to pay £2100 per year to have flood risk 
included in their house insurance as opposed to £700 without.32 

Photo 4. Flooding in Henfield, West Sussex (Taken by J. Brown, Feb 2014)

4. lonGER-TERM DISPlAcEMEnT

4.1 Impact on communities
Flooding and subsequent displacement can have mixed impacts on communities, 
leading to both positive and negative long-term consequences. 

“Flooding is one of many scenarios that strengthens a sense of community lost 
over recent years”.33 For Mr Alvey, the winter floods have put “wartime spirit back 
into the community”.34 This comparison was mentioned numerous times in inter-
views and articles about the winter floods, referring to the period both during and 
after the floods as being “like the war years” (Western Daily Press, 2014; BBC, 2014). 
Perhaps this was due to the sense of community in the face of adversity, and of 
collective hardship, relating to the way communities pulled together during the 
world wars. Indeed, there is an increasing awareness that events such as flooding 
can lead to previously unseen unity within a community. Those who took people 
in during the flooding (for example neighbours or community groups) may have 
strengthened links within the community. For FLAG representative Rebecca Hors-
ington, the efforts of volunteers also supported the community and have “given 

31. Gill Slattery, op cit and Martyn Alvey, op cit.

32. Gill Slattery, op cit.

33. Martyn Alvey, op cit.

34. Martyn Alvey, op cit.
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people a lift”.35 Mr Alvey’s comment reflects the feeling of many: “the floods this 
winter have demonstrated the strength of community across the country”.36 Indeed, 
diverse national and regional associations went to Somerset to assist the recovery 
effort, such as the Sikh community (represented by Khalsa Aid) and a Muslim youth 
group.37 

Whilst short-term displacement can have positive effects, displacement, particu-
larly when it is longer-lasting, can also have negative effects on communities. Inter-
viewees spoke of the distress of not knowing about the state of their neighbours and 
friends.38 Ms Horsington described the community as being “scattered” and “frag-
mented” because of flood-induced displacement, although Ms Shepherd noted the 
advantage for families of children continuing to meet at school in order to exchange 
news. It would seem that displacement caused by flooding can strengthen commu-
nity links whilst making the community more vulnerable as a whole.39 In light of 
this, the impact of displacement is likely to vary depending on the proportion of the 
community actually displaced. 

Livelihoods also need to be considered in the context of any analysis on flood 
displacement, and this has been an issue in Somerset for those left behind. Many 
pubs that remained open are now struggling to survive, both because of displaced 
local residents and the decrease in tourism to flooded areas. In addition, in many 
rural areas people are unable to get to work, as key roads have been flooded, leaving 
them isolated. More workers are then forced to use the same routes, making jour-
neys longer and more difficult. Cllr Slattery gave the example of a journey that used 
to take 20 minutes and now takes 2 hours since the floods. This has a knock-on effect 
for jobs. One local company, Airtech, a relatively large employer in the area, has been 
paying its employees’ extra fuel costs to assist with their out-of-pocket expenses due 
to the floods. 

4.2 Longer-term impacts on individuals
Many of the impacts on individuals discussed in the previous chapter can be long 
lasting or permanent. There are no concrete Figure ures on the length of time that 
people are away from their homes. As noted in the introduction, data from the 2007 
floods, included in the Pitt Review, reported that 50% of households had returned 
home within 3 months and 82% had returned within 6 months. However, both Dr 
Deeming and Ms Shepherd mentioned the example of the Hull, where after the 
flooding in 2007 and 2008, people have still not returned to their homes. Estimations 
vary as to the length of time people are away from home, in some cases displacement 
can last up to 2 years40 but an average of between 6 to 18 months was suggested.41 
Longer displacements may be due to poor workmanship in home repairs or the time 
taken to put in resilience measures against future flooding. 

There are much better take-up rates for resilience measures by the chronically 
affected, where there has been a flood at least twice in the same place.42 However, 
insurance usually only covers “like for like”, replacing or repairing what has been 

35. Rebecca Horsington, , op cit.

36. Martyn Alvey, op cit.

37. Gill Slattery, op cit.

38. Rebecca Horsington, , op cit., and Heather Shepherd, op cit.

39. Heather Shepherd, op cit.

40. Dr Hugh Deeming, Senior Research Assistance (Community Resilience Expert), University of Northumbria, 
04/03/14.

41. Heather Shepherd, op cit.

42. Dr Deeming, op cit.
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damaged. Flood resilience measures, such as raising plugs, installing flood barriers, 
or substituting plaster to use a water-resistant version, often require a large amount 
of additional investment. Following the winter floods the government has made a 
£5000 grant available but resilience measures can cost as much as £30,000. Without 
these measures, and even sometimes with them, susceptible properties often re-flood 
the following year or a few years later. There can be damp patches, causing people 
to move out while options for drying can be tried. Landlords often prefer not to 
move tenants out because of the loss of income. Therefore these properties are inad-
equately dried out. Additionally, living in a damp property can have negative health 
implications, however the impacts of displacement are such that many choose to 
remain.

Two interviewees mentioned suicide as the most extreme impact of flood related 
displacement. Explaining this, Ms Shepherd said that where there are pre-existing 
issues it’s hard to cope. Indeed, since the winter floods “half a dozen farmers are 
on suicide watch”43 following the cumulative impacts of the 2012 summer floods in 
Somerset, followed by the 2013 winter floods. The psychological impact of flooding 
cannot be underestimated. Some families have lived in in their communities for 
generations and have profound links to the physical space, for example by having 
loved ones buried in a local graveyard. For them, leaving can be a highly traumatic. 
On the contrary, Heather Shepherd met someone in 2005 who was so devastated by 
the flooding that he moved to the Canary Islands simply to get away. Whatever the 
response, some people never get over the experience and every rain event can bring 
back the trauma of having their houses flooded and having to leave.44 

A comprehensive study by the University of Lancaster, in which Dr Deeming (now 
at Northumbria University) participated, included interviews with those displaced by 
flooding, as well as diaries and focus groups, to gauge the long-term impacts of the 
2007/2008 Hull Flood event. This study, by Whittle et al. (2010), raised the profile of 
what the authors term ‘re-traumatisation by bureaucracy’, demonstrating that, while 
the flood and subsequent displacement are often traumatic experiences, the bureau-
cracy surrounding the displacement can be too. This can vary from the administra-
tive complexities of living in temporary accommodation to having to project manage 
home repairs. The study also highlights the ‘recovery gap’ that emerges: “where the 
legally-defined contingency arrangements provided to the community by its local 
authority diminish and where the less well-defined services provided by the private 
sector (e.g. insurance, builders etc.) start” (Whittle et al., 2010). As Dr Deeming said, 
“the bureaucracy that people have to deal with is very traumatising”.45

4.3. Moving towards flood risk areas – planning policy, insurance and 
property values 
In light of the widespread flooding of properties, there is a question of what the 
pattern of new settlements should look like in the United Kingdom. One such ques-
tion is why properties are still being built on flood plains. In England, County Coun-
cils have to ask for Environment Agency approval for developments on flood plains. 
Since 1996 the Environment Agency have approved the building of “almost 200,000 
new homes on flood plains” (Martin, 2014). Thirteen per cent of new developments 
are built on flood plains (Bawden & Clark, 2014) and demand for housing is contin-
uing to increase. Furthermore, increasing numbers of homes are being built even 
when the Environment Agency opposed the development (Bawden & Clark, 2014). 

43. Gill Slattery, op cit.

44. Heather Shepherd, op cit.

45. Dr Deeming, op cit.
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Given the high population density in large parts of the United Kingdom, land for 
development is scarce. Another key issue in terms of long-term trends in the United 
Kingdom is legacy. People have been building properties on floodplains for centuries 
and this trend is unlikely to stop if left solely to economic forces. 

There seems to be a mismatch between knowledge and action. Despite the 
increasing quantity of information published by the Environment Agency, such 
as detailed flood risk maps, investment is still going into flood prone areas. Local 
planning authorities have no incentive to discourage development in flood risk 
areas where this is a large proportion of the land available, not allowing building 
would affect their tax income.46 In addition, developers building on floodplains are 
rarely affected by floods and never by the impacts of displacement so, for them, the 
economic incentive remains. Economic and social factors are therefore increasing 
the risk of flood related displacement. At the same time there is little knowledge 
about the long-term trends of migration related to flooding in the United Kingdom.

One of the key concerns of those displaced by flooding mentioned by the inter-
viewees, was how to maintain the resell value of their properties. There are relatively 
high levels of home ownership in the United Kingdom. In 2007 the rate of home 
ownership reached 73.3% and is currently estimated at around 67% (Eurostat, 2014). 
There is some uncertainty around obligations to divulge flood related information 
concerning a property. In one case, previous owners were sued for not declaring to 
the new owner that the property had flooded in the past. In addition, those who 
have never experienced flooding are sometimes unaware of the huge impact that 
flood related displacement can have and may not take flood risk seriously.47 Given 
the lack of statistical information on flood related displacement, it remains to be 
seen whether all those who were forced to leave their homes by flooding actually 
return. This is often a false choice, however. As the value of properties susceptible to 
flooding decreases, such homeowners are increasingly trapped in flood risk areas.48

Photo 5. Pumping on the Somerset Levels (Taken by P. Hipwell, Feb 2014)

46. Dr Deeming, op cit.

47. Heather Shepherd, op cit.

48. Dr Deeming, op cit.
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The paradox is that the Government is making it easier to get insurance to live in 
flood risk areas, further encouraging the trend of development in flood risk areas. In 
the past there was a gentleman’s agreement that as long as the government put suffi-
cient funds into flood defences with less than 1 in 75 year floods, insurance compa-
nies would cover homes vulnerable to flood risk.49 This agreement has now expired 
and there is a new pooling system called FloodRe, projected to last 20-25 years, which 
sets the price for the flood risk element of home insurance. It is, however, unafford-
able in some areas, and this strategy does not factor in increasing flood risks due 
to climate change. Flood insurance is an important way of decreasing vulnerability 
to flood risk, however increasing the availability of insurance is sending the wrong 
message to councils and property developers. 

For Dr Deeming there will inevitably be some residents who will have to leave 
their properties in the long term, particularly in times of austerity when less public 
money is available for flood defences, but this is a highly controversial subject. He 
cited the example on the East Coast of England where some houses, which were 
part of the Defra’s Pathfinder project, were washed into the sea. Years of erosion 
took place almost overnight. In one situation of ‘managed retreat’50 in Wales, Heather 
Shepherd described the decision regarding the future of the area as being made 
without the community. As she pointed out: “when you allow water to encroach on 
homes, they become worthless”.51 Government compensation seems to be a major 
taboo. As people have been building on flood plains since the industrial revolution, 
there is currently no resettlement policy on the table given the major issue of legacy 
in the United Kingdom.52

5. FlooD PolIcY In THE unITED kInGDoM – lESSonS lEARnED

5.1. Are the current support mechanisms adequate?
Those interviewed for this case study had widely differing views regarding the 
adequacy of support mechanisms available for those displaced by flooding. This is 
not surprising, given the different institutions they are representing, yet there is a 
growing consensus for the future development of support systems. 

“The post-flood recovery process is adequate for Cornwall”.53 For Mr Alvey, Corn-
wall’s Community Flood Resilience Manager, available funds should be directed 
towards pre-emptive action and work on community resilience prior to a flood, 
rather than towards post-flood recovery. One key aspect of such resilience work 
is the formation of flood groups at community level. Cornwall has been a pioneer 
in developing these groups, such as the Cornwall Community Flood Forum, which 
brings together different actors to create a platform for supporting those at risk 
from flooding. During the winter floods, such community groups and associations 
have proven to be an important part of the support provided for short-term flood 
displacement. Though their current role in providing support for long to mid-term 
displacement is limited, it has great potential.

Support mechanisms are adequate in Somerset, according to Cllr Slattery, 
although she noted that there is an inappropriate understanding as to how quickly 
authorities and groups can be expected to respond: everywhere in Somerset needed 

49. Dr Deeming, op cit.

50. The policy of not, or no longer, employing hard flood defences to protect an area.

51. Heather Shepherd, op cit.

52. Dr Deeming, op cit.

53. Martyn Alvey, op cit.
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sandbags the same day, for example. Volunteers were the main helpers, trying to 
support many of those affected, but were limited in their practical capabilities. 
“There are things they [volunteers] can do that the authorities can’t and there are 
things that authorities can do that they [volunteers] can’t do as well”.54 Both the limits 
and potential of volunteers and community groups therefore need to be recognised 
in any proposed policy measures.

The capacity of local councils is also highly variable. In her role with the National 
Flood Forum, Heather Shepherd works with many different local councils, some of 
which she recognized as being very good. She gave the example of Surrey County 
Council whose approach she summarised as being “hands up we don’t understand 
this but we want to help”.55 Somerset Council, on the other hand, has proven to be 
a little harder to encourage: “we cannot get it to be active”.56 Between councils there 
is a disparity in the way responsibilities are allocated between councils (public) and 
insurance (private). One council, for example, provided skips in order to quickly 
clear houses of debris and damaged items, something that insurers would normally 
provide. Another good example of unknown responsibility is the closure of roads. It 
is unclear who is responsible and who can give the final word to close a road in when 
the situation is ambiguous. In some situations communities do it themselves to avoid 
bow waves from cars driving on flooded roads, which can often cause flooding of 
houses next to roads. As one newspaper interviewee in Somerset noted, “Our neigh-
bours have been wonderful but we just have not seen the Environment Agency” 
(Rowe, 2014). This organisational ambiguity exists in all aspects of flood response, 
including displacement. 

Overall, interviewee Heather Shepherd feels that the current support mechanisms 
for flood related displacements are inadequate. There is clearly a need to share expe-
riences between councils (something that the Defra pathfinder project is attempting 
to do). In addition, councils seem to be generally better at emergency plans than 
mid to long-term displacement support. Innovative methods, such as meeting in 
flooded people’s houses have been used to try to bring authorities and communities 
together in a non-contentious way. The community sets the agenda and venue, with 
the focus firmly on finding sustainable solutions for the future.57 People displaced 
by flooding are often fearful of recurring floods, however at the same time, do not 
like plans for future pre-emptive action to be made top-down with no consultation. 
There is therefore a need for people to make a vision for their own community (such 
as the creation of a community flood group or a neighbourhood action plan), which 
could also act to mitigate future assignment of blame, an issue mentioned by several 
of the interviewees. For Ms Shepherd, the solution is to set up a core local group 
that would communicate with the wider community to identify the key issues at 
stake when a flood occurs. Furthermore, one of the strategic outcomes of the Pitt 
Review highlighted the need for collaboration of flood risk management communi-
ties, authorities, as well as different government departments. There is clearly room 
for improvement regarding the support mechanisms for those displaced by flooding, 
most notably for mid to long-term displacement. 

5.2. Defra pathfinder
In his role as Community Flood Resilience Manager, Mr Alvey is employed by 
Cornwall County Council as part of a flood resilience pathfinder initiated by Defra 

54. Gill Slattery, op cit.

55. Heather Shepherd, op cit.

56. Gill Slattery, op cit.

57. Heather Shepherd, op cit.
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(Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs). This is a sharing process in 
which 13 case studies (or ‘pathfinders’) will be brought together by Collingwood Envi-
ronmental Planning to share best practices, and ultimately give training to commu-
nity flood wardens.58 Policy therefore seems to concentrate on improving resilience 
to flooding rather than recovery, although work is being done to encourage active 
community engagement, which will undoubtedly help the post-flood recovery 
process indirectly. Mr Alvey talked about “helping people to help themselves” and 
“making themselves more resilient”. This reflects the views of other experts inter-
viewed that future policy cannot be purely top-down in nature. It is only through 
a truly interactive process with local communities that real progress can be made. 
Part of the pathfinder will involve piloting ‘Household Action Plans’ for example, 
bringing resilience action right down to the household level. These may be a way 
to address the fact that 40% of the most at risk households didn’t know what to do 
or who to contact in the case of a flood.59 Dr Deeming mentioned local resilience 
forums where the Environment Agency is directly engaging with communities. This 
is a long-term process that, as he put it, can be “quite bloody at the start”.

It is hoped that Defra’s pathfinder project can go some way towards addressing 
the concern of community engagement, while also possibly overcoming what Dr 
Deeming calls a glass floor and a glass ceiling. For him the barrier works both ways; 
both communities and authorities can see what the other is doing but neither can 
influence the other. It is essential to break down these existing barriers and promote 
cooperation between communities and authorities. 

5.3. Looking forward
The Southern England winter floods are said to be the worst floods in the United 
Kingdom since 1947 (The Economist, 2014) but, as the interview with Dr Deeming 
revealed, there weren’t many floods in between then and 1998. Professor Stuart Lane 
has documented this pattern in his theory of flood-rich and flood-poor periods 
(Durham University, 2008). One consequence of such a ‘flood-poor’ period is that 
people simply forgot about flooding as an issue, reducing community resilience to 
flooding in the United Kingdom. In light of this, one positive result of the flooding 
over recent years is that this trend is being reversed and communities’ awareness of 
flood hazard is increasing. Indeed other interviewees mentioned the value of the 
widespread media coverage of the winter flooding in this respect. 

Unfortunately, being displaced over the mid to long-term is often not a “sensa-
tional and dramatic story” for those who are not living it60 and flood related displace-
ment rarely receives media attention after evacuation or rescue. As Dr Deeming 
put it, the “media don’t do recovery”, recovery is not “blue lights and waders”.61 The 
media does have an important role to play in raising flood awareness more gener-
ally however. For Cornwall the dramatic Boscastle flash flood in 2004 was a turning 
point. Although this was a unique event, it was the worst flood in many had ever seen 
and was later confirmed to be one of the most extreme floods ever experienced in 
the United Kingdom. It served as a timely reminder of flood risk in Cornwall, and the 
United Kingdom more widely. This supports Dr Deeming’s theory about the loss of 
community resilience over the period of relatively fewer floods. 

58. Community Flood Wardens are volunteers in the local community who help to prepare their community for 
flooding and are nominated to receive flood risk information and warnings from the Environment Agency. .

59. The message said: “Flood danger imminent. Please evacuate to [North Petherton]”.

60. Heather Shepherd, op cit.

61. Dr Deeming, op cit.
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Photo 6. Flooding on the Somerset Levels (Taken by P. Hipwell, Feb 2014)

“Strong concentrated media attention means that the government starts throwing 
money at the area, which means that others tend to lose out and don’t get the help 
and support they need”.62 For the 2013/2014 winter floods the response was strongly 
focused on hard engineering solutions and pumping on the Somerset Levels. Indeed, 
of the £10 million pledged for Somerset, half has already been spent on pumping 
in the biggest-ever mobile pumping project in Europe.63 The media holds politi-
cians to account in the first instance, however Mr Alvey highlighted the challenge of 
announcements made by high-level (national) politicians keen to take the opportu-
nity to enhance their political capital. The announcements made by Prime Minister 
David Cameron are an excellent example: “nothing is more important than dealing 
with these floods” and “in recovering from these floods money is no object” (Dunt, 
2014a). However, “the devil is in the detail”64 and County Councils rarely see the 
money promised in these instances. 

Almost all interviewees mentioned the extent of the attention; however any 
attention can have mixed consequences. For FLAG the attention has been “on the 
whole pretty positive”, with the flooding exposing the budget cuts which had led 
to the lack of maintenance of flood defences. In Cornwall the 2014 Valentine’s Day 
flood in Porthleven raised yet another challenge. Having seen dramatic scenes on the 
news, sightseers flocked to the affected places, blocking roads for essential services 
as well as putting themselves in danger. For Somerset, the message went out that the 
area needed money to recover, particularly for dredging and flood defence recon-
struction, but the negative media attention led people to believe that businesses were 
closed, impacting pubs and tourism related industries. 

Finally, equity issues also need to be considered when looking at the impact of 
displacement, given the contention that, in the United Kingdom, “poor communities 

62. Heather Shepherd, op cit.

63. Gill Slattery, op cit.

64. Martyn Alvey, op cit.
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are 3.5 times more likely to be flooded than richer ones” (Dunt, 2014b). More research 
is needed as to whether such communities suffer from a greater than average lack of 
flood insurance. These issues of equity also extend to reporting and the winter floods 
would suggest a reporting difference between the North and South of England. At 
the beginning of December 400 properties were flooded in a deprived area (Boston in 
Lincolnshire) with 200 residents in temporary accommodation, according to a BBC 
news article (BBC England, 2014). There was very little media coverage; perhaps partly 
due to the death of Nelson Mandela which dominated the headlines, yet far fewer 
properties being flooded on the Somerset Levels received disproportionate media 
coverage. At the end of April 2014, only a few months later, the media has almost 
entirely stopped coverage of the floods, even though water is only now receding in 
many places. As Dr Deeming noted, although the floods in Hull (Northern England) 
affected 8,000 people, it has now been dubbed the “forgotten city”. It will be inter-
esting to observe if the same occurs for Southern England, a relatively wealthy region 
compared to the rest of the country. 

“Given the overall volume of run-off, the amount of property flooding at the 
national scale was relatively modest; a tribute to the general effectiveness of flood 
defences” (Met Office & CEH, 2014). This analysis would indicate that although 
flooding may increase in the future, the relationship between increased flooding and 
increased displacement is not necessarily linear. This finding is comforting given the 
conclusion, within the same report, that the floods were linked to climate change, 
and that flooding will likely increase in the United Kingdom in the context of climate 
change. This is important for considerations of displacement impacts, given that the 
cost of flood insurance will likely increase, even if the government continues to 
ensure its availability. Interestingly, however, the majority of the interviewees did 
not see climate change as an issue for future flooding; rather, they saw it as an oppor-
tunity for national politicians to shift blame away from themselves. This mind-set, 
which seems generally pervasive, will undoubtedly influence property investment 
decisions in the future. 

6. concluSIon

Overall, policy has moved from reactionary to attempts to improve community resil-
ience and limit future displacement by flooding through the reduction of both risk 
and vulnerability. A stalemate has been reached, however, with regards to longer-
term solutions. The relatively high population density in the United Kingdom and 
continuing demand for housing, in a country with high rates of home ownership, 
means that the economic forces will continue to lead to construction on flood plains. 
Displacement as a result of floods will therefore continue to be an issue. 

Whilst the focus on community resilience to floods will help reduce impacts 
overall, it is important that response mechanisms also be put in place to help people 
affected by the mid to long-term impacts of displacement. The greatest impact on 
displaced people is psychological given the huge implications for everyday life and 
the fast-paced busy style of modern living in the United Kingdom. Councils have 
shown themselves to be generally well prepared for emergency situations, but less 
so for the impacts of displacement beyond evacuation and rescue. Councils should 
actively maintain contact with those displaced by flooding up to a year following 
their reinstatement to ensure people are able to cope. The first step in this process 
would be to make sure that data is collected routinely by all councils as to the house-
holds who have been displaced and where they are. The lack of accurate data relating 
to flood displacement is somewhat surprising given that this is the biggest natural 
hazard the United Kingdom faces and the fact that the structures and institutions 
already exist to collect this data. 
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When framing this case study the question: “resilient communities or ‘re-trauma-
tisation by bureaucracy’” was asked. In fact, this study has perhaps shown that one 
doesn’t exclude the other. Community resilience is increasing as United Kingdom 
flood policy seeks to implement resilience measures to enable better preparation 
prior to flood events and hence reduce the impact of displacement by flooding when 
it happens. Yet the longer-term challenges linked to flood-related displacement, 
symbolised by the concept of “re-traumatisation by bureaucracy”, are on-going and 
will not disappear without a concerted effort on the side of authorities to ensure that 
mechanisms are in place to ensure long-term support of those displaced. ♦
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H
ydropower developments have come to assume an important role 
within the Ethiopian government’s overall development strategy 
for the country during the last ten years. The Gilgel Gibe III on the 
Omo river, due to become operational in September 2014, repre-
sents the most ambitious, and controversial, of these projects to 
date. Further aspects of the government’s national development 
strategy include leasing vast areas of designated ‘unused’ land 
for large-scale commercial agricultural projects and ‘voluntarily’ 

villagizing1 scattered, semi-nomadic agro-pastoralist groups to centralized settle-
ments so as to use land and water more efficiently and to better provide essential 
social services such as education and healthcare. The Lower Omo valley, along the 
Omo River, is one of the sites of this villagization programme as well as of these 
large-scale commercial agricultural projects which are made possible owing to the 
regulation of the river’s flow by Gibe III. Though the Ethiopian government cite 
many positive aspects of these agricultural and hydropower developments there are 
still expected to be serious regional and transnational effects, including on migra-
tion flows, in an area already characterized by increasing climatic vulnerability with 
attendant population movements and conflicts over scarce resources. 

The following paper is an attempt to track actual and anticipated migration flows 
resulting from the construction of Gibe III in the immediate vicinity of the dam, 
downstream in the Lower Omo Valley and across the border in Kenya around Lake 
Turkana. In the case of those displaced in the Lower Omo Valley, this will be consid-
ered in view of the distinction between voluntary villagization and forced resettle-
ment. The research presented is not primary-source material. Instead, it is drawn 
from the reports and assessments of the Ethiopian government, rights-based groups, 
and academic researchers as well as media articles. It is hoped that this will serve to 
draw greater attention to the issue and encourage further methodological research 
on the dynamics of dam constructions (and associated large-scale irrigation schemes) 
on migration flows and on the ultimate experience of displacement and resettlement 
for environmental migrants in the region. 

1 This is known as the Promoting Basic Services (PBS) scheme (previously called the Pastoralist Community 
Development Project) which is in its third five-year phase having been launched in 2001. The main donors for the 
program are the World Bank, the United Kingdom, the European Union, the Netherlands and Germany.
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2. THE EnVIRonMEnTAl THREAT: lARGE-ScAlE DEVEloPMEnTS 
on THE oMo RIVER BASIn

2.1. The Omo River Basin and Lake Turkana
The Lower Omo valley is a semi-arid region of the South Omo Zone with extraor-
dinary biodiversity and a large number of distinct, indigenous agro-pastoral and 
fishing communities living within it (Avery, 2013). Running through the woredas2 of 
the Lower Omo valley is the Omo River which originates in the Shewan highlands of 
Ethiopia at an elevation of around 2400 metres. 

Figure 1. Map of the Lower Omo valley, Ethiopia  

Source: Antiquity Journal (2010)

The key hydrological feature of the Omo River to note is its annual flood cycle, 
which occurs during the wet season between May and September. As stated in the 
Environmental and Social Impact Assessment Executive Summary commissioned by 
the Ethiopian Electrical Power Corporation (EEPCO), the government entity charged 
with the overall management of the project3, this process submerges the banks along 
the Omo river. This enables recessional cultivation and livestock grazing during the 
dry season, as well as replenishing lakes and swamps on the floodplain and allowing 
fish to breed (EEPCO, 2009a). 

Not only does this process naturally irrigate the banks of the Omo in the semi-arid 
climate of the Lower Omo valley but it also replenishes the water and nutrient levels 
of Lake Turkana, a closed basin prone to accumulating minerals which makes its 
waters semi-saline (Avery, 2013). This process occurs when flood waters retreat from 

2 Administrative sub-divisions within zones. Zones themselves are sub-divisions of regions. 

3 In January 2014, EEPCO was renamed and split into two separate entities; Ethiopian Electric Power Office (EEPO) 
and Ethiopian Electric Services Office(EESO). EEPO are charged with overseeing the country’s power projects includ-
ing hydroelectric dams and transmission lines whilst EESO is responsible for the operations, distribution and sale of 
electrical power. For the purposes of this paper, I will continue to refer to the entity in charge of Gibe III as EEPCO.
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the river banks, taking organic materials that ultimately end up in Lake Turkana. This 
nutrient inflow allows the growth of plankton, thought to be vital to regulating the 
salinity concentration of the lake. The soil fertility and biodiversity, therefore, that is 
found along the banks of the Omo and within Lake Turkana is a direct result of this 
cycle. Owing to this flood-cycle and the vast flows of water and nutrients the river 
provides to Lake Turkana, the Omo has become an indispensable natural resource 
for, at a conservative estimate, 170,000 agro-pastoralists and fishermen in the Lower 
Omo and Turkana basins who have adapted their livelihood practices according to 
this cycle and the river’s unregulated flow (Avery, 2012). However, the total popula-
tion expected to be indirectly affected by any changes is much larger with several 
estimates in the literature putting the Figure at 500,000 (International Rivers, 2011; 
Johnson, 2010; Turton, 2010).

2.2. Ethiopia’s Hydropower Boom
Though Ethiopia has seen tremendous GDP growth over approximately the 
last ten years (Smith 2013) and encouraging signs of poverty reduction across the 
same period (UNDP, 2013), the country still faces huge challenges with regards to 
improving the standard of living for the majority of its population, particularly in 
the southern regions.4 As part of a response to these twin demands of sustaining 
impressive economic growth and reducing the high levels of poverty, the govern-
ment has sought to harness Ethiopia’s topography through a series of hydropower 
developments aimed at meeting national demands but also with a substantial excess 
that can be exported to neighbouring countries. As stated by Miheret Debebe, the 
Energy Advisor to Prime Minister Desalegn, Ethiopia’s ambition is to be the “renew-
able energy hub of the region” (Manson, 2014). Hydropower projects now occupy 
an important role within the 2011-2015 Growth and Transformation Plan (GTP, 2010) 
whose objective, broadly speaking, is to bring about social and economic changes 
that will put Ethiopia on its way to becoming a middle-income country by 2025. As 
part of the GTP, the Ministry of Energy and Water is charged with the responsibility 
of increasing Ethiopia’s hydropower output from 2,000 MW to 10,000 MW by the 
end of 2015.

The Gilgel Gibe III dam situated along the middle basin of the Omo river in the 
South Omo zone of the Southern Nations and Nationalities People’s Region (SNNPR) 
is the third in a planned series of five hydropower projects along the river. So far, two 
of these hydropower projects, Gibe I, a 40m high dam, and Gibe II, a hydropower 
station further downstream, have been completed. Of the two fully completed 
projects along the Omo river, Gibe I and its resulting 63 km2 reservoir required by 
far the greatest number to be displaced with around 2,000 households, or 10,000 
people, ultimately resettled (CEE Bankwatch, 2008). Resettlement took place between 
1999 and 2001 with Africa Region Findings, reporting on behalf of the World Bank, 
declaring in its assessment that good practice had been followed by EEPCO who 
themselves stated that the resettlement guidelines and policies would act as a model 
for future resettlement programs (Africa Region Findings, 1999). However, in its 2005 
resettlement evaluation report, the World Bank noted that since resettlement the 
average crop yield of the resettled communities had declined by 54% and livestock 
numbers by 72% when compared to pre-resettlement levels and that health centres, 
schools and water pumps were in poor condition. At least eight families had report-
edly abandoned the resettlement site after appealing to local authorities over the 
problems they were facing and receiving no effective response. Nonetheless, the 

4 As a tentative indication of this, Ethiopia’s 2013 Human Development Index value of 0.396 places it at 173 out 
of 187 countries, below the average for sub-Saharan Africa countries.
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Resettlement Action Plan (RAP) was considered ‘complete’ by the World Bank (CEE 
Bankwatch, 2008). 

The Gibe III represents a much larger undertaking for the Ethiopian govern-
ment. At a cost of $1.7 billion, it was Ethiopia’s most expensive infrastructure devel-
opment until plans were made for the Grand Renaissance Dam along the Blue Nile 
River in the north. It is also Africa’s tallest dam at 243 m and it will create a reser-
voir with a surface area of 211 km2 and a storage capacity of 11,750 million m3 over 
a projected period of 3 years once it began filling from April 2014 (Fong, 2014). The 
dam is expected to have an installed capacity of 1870 MW with an annual energy 
production of 6,500 GWh.5 It will thus, according to an EEPCO brief, increase the 
installed capacity of the country by 243% and annual energy production by 57% 
from 2008/2009 levels (EEPCO, 2010b). Given these power-generating capacities, 
much of the GTP’s success, therefore, rest on the implementation of Gibe III.

2.3. Large-Scale Agriculture and Irrigation Developments
However, it is not just energy concerns that are driving hydropower developments 
such as Gibe III. As part of a national strategy to develop what is categorised by 
the government as ‘under-utilised land’, at least 1,000,000 hectares (ha), mainly in 
the developing lowland regions, have been leased to both private and state-owned 
commercial agricultural interests since January 2005. Other estimates which 
include land deals below 1000 ha put this Figure at closer to 3,000,000 ha (Keeley 
et al. 2014). Much of this land has been developed through irrigation schemes. 
The GTP states that only 853,000 ha of land were irrigated by modern methods 
as of 2009 and it aims to increase this by 1,000,000 ha by the end of 2015 (GTP, 
2010). The government’s stated aim of these land deals and irrigation schemes is 
to promote food security, create jobs and transfer technology to under-developed 
regions (IRIN, 2011). 

In the South Omo Zone, at least 305,511 ha of land have been identified for 
different investment activities according to a government report outlining the 
opportunities available to investors (Federal Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development, 2011). However, according to an Oakland Institute report (2011) the 
actual total may be as much as 445, 501 ha. What is certain is that more than 175,000 
ha have been leased to the Ethiopian Sugar Corporation, a state-owned enterprise, 
for the Omo-Kuraz Sugar Project along the Omo River, which has been in develop-
ment since May 2011 (Oakland Institute, 2011). Additionally, 70,000 ha have been set 
aside for future expansion and there are indications of 15 further land concessions 
totaling 111,000 ha to the private sector, mainly for cotton production. The Omo-
Kuraz Sugar Project comprises of six sugar processing factories, the sugar planta-
tions, housing units, 750 km of internal roads and a bridge as well as more than 200 
km of irrigation canals. This ambitious project plays a major part in a further aim 
of the GTP; to increase annual sugar production from 314,000 tonnes to 2.25 million 
tonnes by the end of 2015 (GTP, 2010). The project has been made possible due to the 
regulation of the flow of the Omo river provided by the Gibe III dam. 

2.4. The Environmental Threat
It is widely acknowledged that major dam constructions have both upstream and 
downstream effects on a river’s flow and thus on agricultural, pastoral and fishing 
practices which are reliant on these flows (Mann and Plummer, 2000; McCully, 
1996; Petts, 1980; McCartney et al, 2000). Upstream impacts result from the 

5 GWh stands for gigawatt hours understood as a unit of energy equivalent to one gigawatt (1 GW) of power ex-
pended over one hour of time. This is commonly used to express the energy outputs of large power plants over long 
periods of time.
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flooding of the river basin by the reservoir whilst downstream there are changes 
to the hydro-morphological regime of the river, namely the transport of nutrients 
and sediments as well as the overall flow of water. Upstream impacts have direct 
consequences on migration patterns in the region owing to the creation of the 
reservoir as this entails the displacement of the surrounding population as well 
as the in-migration of workers required to work on the dam. The construction 
of Gibe III has also, however, had direct downstream consequences for migra-
tion patterns insofar as it has enabled the development of the Omo-Kuraz Sugar 
Project whose construction has been subject to credible reports of widespread 
displacement (Human Rights Watch, 2012; Oakland Institute, 2013).

More typical downstream impacts, meanwhile, can be thought of as having 
indirect consequences for migration patterns as the hydrological effects that 
impact river-based livelihood practices occur cumulatively over a longer period 
of time. As such, it is difficult to predict precisely what will happen when and 
the possible impacts that this will have on migration patterns for the affected 
population. In the case of Gibe III, however, these indirect impacts are thought to 
be exacerbated by the sheer scale of the Gibe III project and also by the diversion 
of vast amounts of water to the sugar plantations of Omo-Kuraz (Avery, 2012). 
An estimated 60-70% of the Omo River’s inflow will be captured by Gibe III in 
its first year of operation through the filling of the reservoir whilst the general 
regulation of water flow will end the river’s annual flood cycle in the Lower Omo 
valley (Avery, 2013). Additionally, Avery finds that the Omo-Kuraz sugar planta-
tions will require over 30% of the Omo River flow at a minimum. This could 
potentially rise to more than 50% depending on irrigation efficiency and the use 
of remaining land that has been set aside for possible future developments. As a 
result, a drop of 13 to 22 meters in the level of Lake Turkana is projected whilst an 
additional two meter drop is anticipated from the 3 year filling period of the Gibe 
III reservoir. For Lake Turkana, this would be devastating as its average depth is 
only around 30 meters. 

The EEPCO-commissioned Additional Study on Downstream Impacts (ASDI) 
presents a different, positive picture of Gibe III’s downstream impacts. However, 
this has been contested by several sources including the ARWG who claim the 
document “rests on a series of faulty premises that it is further compromised by 
pervasive omissions, distortions and obfuscation” with the predetermined inten-
tion of validating the completion of Gibe III (ARWG, 2009: 4)

3. kEY DAM-InDucED MIGRATIon FloWS

3.1. Direct Consequences of Gibe III on Migration Flows: Resettlement 
Patterns in the Omo Basin
Generally speaking, direct dam-induced displacement is divided into out-migration 
of those forcibly resettled as a result of the reservoir and in-migration of those 
working on the dam. Assuming though that out-migration flows are typically 
more disruptive in character, the focus in the following sections will primarily be 
on displacement and resettlement. As highlighted, the case of Gibe III calls in to 
question our understanding of what constitutes ‘direct’ dam-displacement owing to 
the parallel development of the Omo-Kuraz Sugar Project and reports of forcible 
displacement throughout the area. Though the Ethiopian government claims that 
no forcible displacement relating to Omo-Kuraz has taken place in the Lower Omo 
valley, the villagization program has been ongoing in the region. This paper attempts 
to track these out-migration flows from the little information that has been made 
publicly available in the hope of better understanding the dynamics between ‘volun-
tary’ and ‘forced’ migration flows in this context.
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Resettlement in the Vicinity of Gibe III
The initial Environmental and Social Impact Assessment (ESIA) for Gibe III was 
prepared by the Italian firm Centre Electrotecnico Sperimental Italiano (CESI) for 
EEPCO and Salini Construttori S.P.A in 2007, roughly one year after construction on 
the dam had begun. A Resettlement Action Plan (RAP) for the dam and reservoir area 
and a further ESIA for the Chida-Soda road realignment, both conducted by MDI 
Consulting Engineers, were released in January 2009 (MDI Consulting Engineers, 
2009b). No follow up reports detailing the outcomes of the RAP have been released 
either through EEPCO or an independent body. The RAP found that 355 households 
totaling 2,627 persons would be displaced by the dam’s construction and the creation 
of the reservoir. As can be seen from the table, the majority of those displaced were 
a result of the construction of the Chida-Soda road realignment built to replace that 
which was to be submerged by the reservoir with the construction workers’ camps 
having less of an impact. 

Table 1. Number of Affected Households by Project Component and Woreda. 

Woreda Project Component Total Households Percent

Main Road Reservoir EEPCO Camp

Kindo Didaye 67 51 47 165 46.5

Kindo Koysha 69 - - 69 19.4

Loma 114 7 - 121 34.1

All Woredas 250 58 47 355 100.0

Percent 70.42 16.34 13.24 100.00

Source: MDI Consulting Engineers (2009a)

Given the scale of the project, the total number to be resettled beginning from 
the first quarter of 2009 was relatively small. Nonetheless, the submersion of 211 km2 

of landscape has other noted indirect impacts on surrounding communities such 
as increasing the threat of attacks from wild animals, limiting access to natural 
forest resources such as firewood and reducing mobility across the river to conduct 
commerce with other communities and to graze livestock (Hailemariam, 2011: 
85-86). With regards to resettlement, the RAP raises certain concerns, particularly in 
light of the less than favourable outcomes of the Gibe I resettlement process (CEE 
Bankwatch, 2008). First, it is worth noting the vulnerable economic position of the 
affected households. Unsurprisingly, 96% practice farming, usually a combination 
of growing crops and rearing livestock, as a livelihood strategy. Only 14%, however, 
have a secondary source of income in addition to this. Assuring, therefore, that 
households can continue their agro-pastoral practices from the same or an improved 
standing is therefore crucial to the long-term success of the resettlement process. 

Worryingly though, the RAP, whilst outlining various income and livelihood 
restoration strategies, does not outline where the actual relocation sites are and 
how they compare to the areas left behind in terms of soil suitability for crops and 
grazing for livestock. The impact of incoming settlers on the receiving communities 
and whether competition for resources may arise from this is also not addressed 
by the RAP. Furthermore, there is no discussion of the project-affected persons 
(PAPs) capacities to access or cross the river and reservoir for their livestock and 
other commercial purposes. Indeed, the ESIA estimated that the grazing lands of 
a further 275 households (around 1,400 people) would be affected by the reservoir 
but they were not compensated or involved in any public consultations (CEE Bank-
watch, 2008). The RAP states that 24 public consultations involving 455 participants 
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Figure 2. Omo-Kuraz plantations overlap with local settlements and restrict access 
rights to the Omo river and other grazing areas. The map also indicates land that 
has been set aside for future developments. 

Source: Human Rights Watch 2012
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regarding the resettlement process were carried out in total. However, the AWRG 
claim, based upon their own visits to five villages across woredas included in the 
RAP’s public consultations list, that residents had no knowledge of such consulta-
tions or even of the Gibe III dam project itself. They further claim that there have 
been instances where local government officials have been instructed to fill the 
consultation forms out themselves without public participation (AWRG, 2009: 27). 
Regarding compensation for the PAPs, this took the form of cash payments for loss 
of farmland, perennial crops and trees and for houses and other structures. This 
amounted to a total of around $2,300 on average per household (CEE Bankwatch, 
2008). Given that the average payout per household for Gibe I was $4,300 and that 
the majority of these PAPs have been further impoverished by their resettlement, it 
appears valid to question the sufficiency of this amount.

Displacement at Omo-Kuraz Sugar Project
The allegations of widespread displacement at the site of the Omo-Kuraz Sugar 
Project, backed up by satellite imagery from Human Rights Watch (HRW, 2014a), 
represent the most contentious and controversial aspect of resettlement regarding 
Gibe III thus far. As indicated by Figure 2, nearly all of the land of Nyangatom, as well 
as large parts of the Bodi, Kwegu, Mursi, Karo and Surma have become plantations 
on what is land deemed under-utilised by the Ethiopian government. 

The total population living within the ‘command area’ of the project contained 
primarily within the woredas of Salamago and Nyangatom is estimated at 53,596, 
based upon a survey conducted by the Ethiopian Sugar Corporation (Demeke, 2014). 
However, understanding how this project has impacted on the migration patterns of 
people in the region is a difficult task. This is due not only to a level of uncertainty 
regarding these population Figure ures but also because of the Ethiopian govern-
ment restricting access to the area for international organisations whilst civil society 
activity in general remains extremely limited in Ethiopia (HRW, 2014b). 

According to a recent Human Rights Watch report though, as of January 2013, 
around 6,500 ha of land traditionally used by the Bodi had been cleared for cultiva-
tion. Furthermore, in May 2012 an earthen diversion dam that had been constructed 
just upstream from Omo-Kuraz to divert waters to the irrigation canals had caused 
the flooding of around 500 ha of land and resulted in the displacement of around 
220 Bodi households (HRW, 2014a). It is unclear where those affected by the clear-
ances and floodings were relocated to or what compensation and support, if any, 
they received as a result. There are indications though that evicted villagers, both 
Bodi and Mursi, have been forced back into the ecologically degraded upland plains, 
without sufficient livestock, or have been pushed further south into the Omo Delta 
region of the Dassenach which already suffers from issues of over-crowding (Carr, 
2012). 

Nonetheless, Sugar Corp spokesperson Yilma Tibebu said on June 15th 2012 that 
“There is no one to be relocated at all, let alone forced relocation, due to the sugar 
development project”. This statement, however, is followed up by the acknowl-
edgement that “Around 2,250 resettled households will be given 1,700 ha of irrigable 
land, public services and a grain mill” (Davison, 2012). This is so that “the people can 
benefit from a settled way of life alongside the sugar farms”(Davison, 2012). This 
statement alludes to the government’s villagization program in the area, which is 
deemed ‘voluntary’ and entirely distinct from the Omo-Kuraz Sugar Project. Public 
information as to the villagization scheme in the area and its relation to the Omo-
Kuraz Sugar Project is limited. However, a leaked report from 2011/2012 of the South 
Omo Zone Pastoralist Areas Agriculture Bureau (2011) gives some indication of the 
numbers involved in addition to the Figure ures quoted by Yilma Tibebu. The report 
outlines plans to undertake over the course of 2011 to 2012 the voluntary villagization 
of at least 8,877 households totaling 44,385 people across the woredas of Salamago, 
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Dassenach, Nyangatom, Hamer and Bennatsemay. The breakdown of how these 
numbers are dispersed across the woredas is presented in Table 2. 

As can be seen, many of the households resettled by voluntary villagization were 
from Salamago and Nyangatom; the two main woredas that Omo-Kuraz’s sugar 
plantations stretch across. According to the Head of the SNNPR Regional Bureau of 
Agriculture, quoted in a report by the Ethiopian Human Rights Commission (EHRC) 
on the status of human rights in the villagization programs, the ultimate target for 
planned resettlement is 100,000 households in the South Omo Zone by 2015 (Berile 
et al. 2013). This number could potentially account for the remaining population 
living within the ‘command area’ of Omo-Kuraz though no further details on these 
plans are provided. 

Table 2. Breakdown by woreda of villagization in South Omo Zone. 

Woreda Number of Households

Salamago 2,517

Hamer 1,000

Nyangatom 2,176

Dassenach 2,728

Bennatsemay 456

Source: South Omo Zone Pastoralist Areas Agriculture Bureau (2011)

The EHRC report provides further insights into the blurred lines between those 
with the status of forcibly resettled and those voluntarily villagized. In reference 
to the large-scale agricultural developments underway in South Omo, it is reported 
by the authors that ‘a situation of displacing residents from the areas and gathering 
them in the centres [central villages] might [have] happened’ (Berile et al. 2013: 79). 
After raising the question of compensation for residents evicted from their land as a 
result of Omo-Kuraz and highlighting the woredas of Nyangatom and Salamago, as 
well as Meneshash, as sites for such displacements, the authors indicate that affected 
villages receive “special support”. Precise details of this are not elaborated upon with 
the EHRC stating that “it was not possible to find sufficient information regarding 
the then existing situation and the process of payment of compensation when the 
people were displaced” (Berile et al. 2013: 79). 

General implementation issues raised by the EHRC regarding the resettlement 
process include the absence of rules of procedure or adjudication of complaints 
related to villagization outside the regular courts of justice, thus marginalizing any 
likely grievances or issues faced by the affected communities. This is especially 
concerning given that the report also acknowledges the refusal of citizens in some 
woredas to move to the new villages (Berile et al. 2013: 84). Other issues regard the 
fact that in many of the assessed villages in the South Omo Zone, social services, 
amenities and infrastructure had either not been completed or initiated prior to 
the arrival of those resettled and that several villages reported shortages of avail-
able farming and grazing land. These findings contrast with public statements from 
the Ethiopian Sugar Corporation which highlight the full support of the program 
and the benefits conferred upon affected communities such as greater access to 
water and social services and improved food security (Ethiopian Sugar Corpora-
tion, 2013). 
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3.2. Indirect Consequences of Gibe III on Migration Flows: Ecological 
Modifications of the Omo River and Lake Turkana
As defined by the UNEP (2002), vulnerability can be understood as a combination of 
exposure to hazards and coping capacities. The African Development Bank Group’s 
Socio-Economic Analysis and Public Consultations of Lake Turkana Communities 
clearly states that communities around much of Lake Turkana are vulnerable to 
ecosystem modifications given their low coping capacities: “Most of these communities 
live utterly below the poverty line... Fishing has become the only source of income during 
drought and seems to be the only sustainable income generating activity in the area... Thus, 
any activity that shall in any way undermine this only promising source of sustainable 
income shall make these communities struggle to get out of poverty, sink deeper into poverty 
and become dependent on aid and relief” (Kaijage and Nyagahand, 2009: 162-163).

Similarly, the ASDI (2009: 84) characterizes the majority of the Lower Omo valley 
woredas as food insecure with the agricultural economy based “almost entirely at 
subsistence level”. Numerous studies have explored the relationship between water 
access, food security and migration patterns and find that migration plays an impor-
tant role in people’s responses to water scarcity and food and livelihood insecu-
rity (Tucker and Yirgu, 2011; Afifi et al. 2012). The aim of the following sections is to 
chart potential future flows of migration due to the anticipated modifications to 
the ecosystems of the Omo River and Lake Turkana basins. To help illustrate these 
projections, a review of previous studies on the region regarding resource conflicts 
and migration flows related to periods of drought and the fluctuating water levels of 
Lake Turkana will be consulted.

The key push factors in this context concern changes to agricultural, pastoral and 
other water-related livelihood activities such as fishing. The main pull factor applies 
to the Omo-Kuraz Sugar Project where it is anticipated that nearly 118,000 jobs will be 
created once the factories and plantations are fully operational (Davison, 2012). For 
the purposes of this paper though, the rest of this section focuses on out-migration 
patterns around the Lower Omo valley and Lake Turkana on the assumption that 
the associated push factors are of a greater magnitude in terms of threats to liveli-
hoods than the pull factors related to in-migration in these areas. This assumption is 
considered especially pertinent in this case due to an established history of migratory 
movements by various groups in the region in response to increasingly scarce water 
and grazing sources which have frequently resulted in inter-tribal and cross-border 
conflicts (Carr, 2012). This suggests, at the outset, that migration is likely to occur in 
response to increasingly scarce resources brought about by ecosystem modifications 
to the Omo River and Lake Turkana.

Climatic Variability, Contested Borders and Conflict
Tracking future migration flows around the Omo and Turkana basins as a result of 
Gibe III and the irrigation schemes of Omo-Kuraz is a challenging task due to a lack 
of publicly available information, the semi-nomadic nature of many of the groups 
living in the region and the porous borders between countries where many groups 
straddle different countries.6 This is perhaps best illustrated with regards to the 
contested region of the Ilemi Triangle, a 10-14,000 km2 area where Kenya, Ethiopia, 
South Sudan and Uganda meet which has been a site of conflict and remains absent 
of meaningful government administration (International Rivers, 2013). 

Today the region is most forcefully claimed by Kenya, allegedly motivated by 
oil prospects in the region, though South Sudan has reportedly written to the UN 

6 Amutabi (2010) notes that for the most part, national borders and the concept of nationality itself are either 
unimportant or meaningless to the relations and movements of different groups in the region. 
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Figure 3. Tribes of the Lower Omo Valley and Lake Turkana. 

Source: Carr 2012.
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and the African Union to express its dissatisfaction with this border delimitation 
(International Rivers, 2013). Overlapping claims for seasonal grazing lands between 
the Toposa7 of South Sudan, the Nyangatom and Dassenach8 of Ethiopia and the 
Turkana of Kenya have characterized a majority of the conflicts between different 
groups in the region but such conflicts have not been confined to the Ilemi Triangle 
as resources have become increasingly scarce in recent years. Several studies of the 
region have considered the issue of increasing climatic vulnerability, food and water 
insecurity and dwindling grazing lands. 9 These could provide some indication of 
likely responses, including migration, of affected peoples in the event of the height-
ened environmental stresses that Gibe III and Omo-Kuraz are expected to cause. 

Identification of Longer-Term Migration Patterns
Though it is difficult to be precise with regards to numbers and ultimate destina-
tions for agro-pastoralist groups, it is arguable that the combination of a collapse in 
livelihood strategies, increased conflict and tensions over scarce resources as well 
as greater interaction with outside groups and actors is likely to lead to substan-
tial distress migration (Carr, 2012). In view of this backdrop of contested and 
porous borders, increasing climatic variability and inter-group conflicts over scarce 
resources, a paper from International Rivers10 (2013) considers some possible migra-
tory dynamics as a result of further environmental stresses arising from Gibe III and 
Omo-Kuraz, based on Avery’s (2012) projections. One of the most severe ecosystem 
modifications will take place at the shallow, northern end of Lake Turkana, which is 
predominantly populated by the Turkana to the west and the Dassenach to the north 
and east. The northern shore is expected to shift southwards over time by around 
40 km creating a land bridge entirely within Kenya to the south of Dassenach terri-
tory, bisected by the much-reduced Omo river (International Rivers, 2013). This will 
likely force many Dassenach to follow the lake southwards into Kenya. At the same 
time, the densely-populated western delta has seen a reduction in water flow which 
has impacted farming for the Turkana and forced many groups to migrate into the 
central and eastern portions of the delta where annual floods are more likely to 
occur. This could spark conflict between the Dassenach and Turkana and potentially 
force many Turkana people west across the Ugandan border towards Karamajong 
and Jie11 territory or further eastward into the lands of the Gabra peoples12 of whom 
the Turkana have a history of raiding their livestock. According to International 
Rivers, the geographical barrier of Lake Turkana has helped to inhibit outbreaks of 
conflict between the two in the past (International Rivers, 2013). The potential influx 
of Turkana and Dassenach into Gabra territory on the eastern shore may reduce 
grazing access for the Gabra and, alongside the lowering water levels, this may force 
them to move north and east towards the land of the Borana peoples to the north and 
east and potentially over the Ethiopian border towards the territory of the Moyale or 

7. The Toposa are closely linked to Nyanagatom, referred to by Amutabi (2010) as ‘cousins’.

8. Within Kenya, the Dassenach are better known as Merille.

9. For example, Ynitso (2012) looks at the case of the Dassenach who have seen an increase in the number 
of conflicts they have been engaged in with the four main surrounding groups (namely the Turkana and Gabbra in 
Kenya and the Nyangatom and Hamar in Ethiopia) which is explained largely in terms of pasture and water scarcity. 
This situation has led to extreme food insecurity and seen large-scale migration of Dassenach further south to the 
delta of Omo-Turkana and across the border into Kenya.

10. The author of the report, a natural scientist with many years of field experience in the region, requested ano-
nymity. Sixteen prominent academics and experts have, however, endorsed the report’s findings.

11.  The Karamajong are an ethnic group in north-east Uganda who have historic ties to the Turkana. The Jie are 
another group in the north-east who are considered part of the Karamajong cluster.

12. The Gabra are a nomadic group of camel-herders predominantly situated in the Chalbi desert of northern Ke-
nya, east of Lake Turkana, and the Highlands of southern Ethiopia.
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Figure 4. Changes to lake volume and surface area at a range of projected water 
loss levels.

Source: Avery, 2012)
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Somali peoples. These likely migrations are expected to result in increased outbreaks 
of violence and inter-group tensions (International Rivers, 2013). 

A further drastic consequence for Lake Turkana is the possibility of the lake 
splitting into two parts along the shallow midpoint as illustrated in Figure 4 (Avery, 
2012). This split would impact the southern portion severely as it would no longer 
receive flows from the Omo River and as such it would become even more saline.13 
The north, on the other hand, would become comparatively fresher and be able to 
support greater biodiversity as a result of retaining more of the nutrient inflows 
from the Omo River. This dual outcome, alongside declining grazing pastures for 
livestock, is expected to push those living near the southern portion of the lake to 
migrate northwards in order to take up fishing there (Carr, 2012). 

As characterized by Snyder (Avery, 2010: 15), food aid throughout much of Lake 
Turkana is more or less an “institutionalised drought-coping mechanism”, whilst in 
the Lower Omo valley it has typically only been the Nyangatom who have received 
food aid regularly (Hathaway, 2009). Given the prospect of restricted access to the 
Omo River and the end of the annual flood cycle, this may push tribes of the Lower 
Omo towards semi-urban settlements or internally displaced persons camps around 
Lake Turkana such as at Lodwar and Kakauma as well as South Sudan where food aid 
relief programs are in place (International Rivers, 2013: 12; Carr, 2012: 90). Addition-
ally, depending on the success of the villagization programs, the displacement of 
groups such as the Mursi and Bodi around Omo-Kuraz may cause them to migrate 
southwards as well thus placing extra stress on this region, or potentially towards 
the Ilemi Triangle and the Sibiloi/Koobi Fora National Park in Kenya (International 
Rivers, 2013). A summary of these and other potential population movements and the 
likely conflicts that may arise from them are summarized in Figure 5.

The scale of these and other potential migration flows depends largely on the 
extent and intensity of the changes to the ecosystems of the Omo River and Lake 
Turkana borne by Gibe III and Omo-Kuraz. Nonetheless, as outlined by International 
Rivers (2013: 9): “The cumulative impact of these developments on the ecosystems 
and societies of the Lower Omo and Lake Turkana will be severe in the short and 
medium terms, and potentially catastrophic in the longer term.” 

4.MAIn GAPS In PolIcY AnD lEGISlATIVE FRAMEWoRk AT THE 
nATIonAl AnD InTERnATIonAl lEVEl

4.1. Lack of Protection of Displaced and Resettled People

Assessment of the policy framework concerning large-scale development 
and commercial projects and the resettlement process
Ethiopia’s drive for socio-economic development promises various favourable pros-
pects for the country with regards to large-scale projects such as Gibe III and Omo-
Kuraz. However, numerous gaps remain in policy, institutional capacity, legislation 
and procedure which have serious implications for the displacement and resettle-
ment of populations affected by their implementation. The recommendations of 
the 2000 report from the World Commission on Dams (WCD) regarding dam devel-
opments, which includes dam-related infrastructure such as irrigation canals, will 
provide some reference points for the issues raised (American University Interna-
tional Law Review, 2001). The main issues identified by this article include:

13 However, if a river between the northern and southern portions were to be formed this would slow the process 
down.
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Figure 5. Direction and magnitude of projected conflict points arising from Gibe III.

Source: Carr, 2012

Belated and inadequate Environmental and Social Impact Assessments.
The original ESIA for Gibe III was approved by the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) nearly two years after construction on the dam had begun. This is 
in violation of international standards as outlined in the WCD report (2001) which 
recommends a balanced and comprehensive assessment of environmental and 
social impacts and the consideration of possible alternatives to large dam construc-
tion prior to any decision-making. At the national level, Ethiopia’s own Environ-
mental Impact Assessment Proclamation (2002; Part 2: 3.1) stipulates that “Without 
authorization from the [Environmental Protection] Authority or from the relevant 
regional environmental agency, no person shall commence implementation of any 
project that requires environmental impact assessment.” Additionally, the ESIAs 
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have been widely discredited as unscientific and impartial owing to the pressure for 
a positive assessment given the project was two years into its construction phase 
when conducted (ARWG, 2009: Hathaway, 2009). There was no ESIA made for the 
Omo-Kuraz Sugar Project though its irrigation schemes required a dam construc-
tion and in the long-term involves the diversion of greater volumes of water than 
Gibe III. The WCD also recommends that dam-related infrastructure such as irriga-
tion canals are included in ESIA. Finally, the belated release of an ESIA concerning 
downstream impacts on Lake Turkana did not take into account the impact of the 
Omo-Kuraz development in its projections.

Belated and limited public participation and consultation.
The majority of public consultations for Gibe III in the immediate project area and 
in the Lower Omo valley were conducted 10 to 17 months after construction on 
the dam had begun and have been criticised as “limited” in scope, “selective” in 
terms of the stakeholders involved and for taking place “without any intention of 
influencing the dam-planning process”(Hathaway, 2009: 7-8). Public consultations at 
Lake Turkana were conducted by the African Development Bank Group (Kaijage and 
Nyagahand, 2009) and were more extensive but preceded the development of Omo-
Kuraz, thus these projected impacts are not accounted for in the authors’ findings. 

Lack of clarity over the status of those displaced at Omo-Kuraz.
The distinction drawn between being voluntarily and involuntarily resettled has 
implications for the treatment of the individuals undergoing resettlement in terms 
of their right to compensation as well as government liability as to the resettlement 
process itself. Whilst questions persist as to the voluntary nature of the villagiza-
tion scheme as a whole, those at Omo-Kuraz who have been forcibly displaced have 
not been adequately compensated in the manner required in the government’s 
own Resettlement Policy Framework as set out in the RAP and instead have been 
subsumed into the wider voluntary villagization scheme. This ambiguity has served 
to make the status and rights of those resettled at Omo-Kuraz unclear.

Inadequacy of the compensation packages for displaced persons and limited 
budgetary and institutional capacities of the Villagization Program.
The WCD report recommends that those affected by dam construction receive enti-
tlements that improve their livelihoods and that they receive a priority share in the 
project’s benefits. The amount received by those displaced by the construction of 
Gibe III is less than what was paid out to those affected by Gibe I, which in itself 
has been deemed insufficient (CEE Bankwatch, 2008). However, cash represents 
only one aspect of a compensatory package and whilst the RAP outlines certain 
income restoration and social development plans as well as monitoring mecha-
nisms to assess their implementation, no updates as to the progress of these plans 
are publicly available. This is concerning given the resettlement experiences of Gibe 
I, the lack of promised social services for villagized settlers at Omo-Kuraz and other 
historic examples of insufficient compensatory packages for resettled peoples in 
Ethiopia (Alemu, 2013). Regarding the villagization scheme at Omo-Kuraz, though 
there are some positive indications that delivery of services such as schools and 
health clinics have been implemented successfully (Godanna, 2013: 39-40) this has 
not been the case for all of the resettlement sites in the region. A lack of budg-
etary and institutional capacities to comprehensively implement such an ambitious, 
large-scale program has been cited as primary reasons why there has been such a 
significant lack of service provision (Tadesse, 2009).

Assessment of the legislative and institutional framework concerning hydro-
power development, land-use and displacement.
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In recent decades, a significant legal framework on environmental, land and water 
management has been developed in Ethiopia as well as provisions concerning the 
resettlement of those displaced for public purposes. Furthermore, the World Bank 
and the African Development Bank have worked with the Ethiopian government and 
provided guidance on social and environmental laws and policies relating to hydro-
power developments and subsequent displacement of populations. Nonetheless, the 
findings of this paper suggest that a considerable gap remains between such provi-
sions, the reality experienced by those undergoing resettlement and the ultimate 
detrimental impact on the environment. Table 3 provides an outline of the legislative 
framework guiding certain sectors relevant to hydropower developments in Ethiopia 
in order to help explain this gap. The remaining section considers further legislative 
and institutional gaps that have negative implications for those facing displacement 
and resettlement in Ethiopia and Kenya.

Table 3. Summary of legislative framework for certain sectors relevant to the 
resettlement process in Ethiopia. 

Sector Main legal texts Main gaps preventing appropriate resettlement practices

Resettlement 
and villagization 
legal and policy 
framework

Expropriation of Landholdings for 
Public Purposes and Payments of 
Compensation Proclamation (No 
455/2005);
Rural Land Administration and Land 
Use Proclamation (No 135/2007);
National Rural Development Policy 
and Strategy (1996)

Installing EEPCO as the main implementer of the RAP created a conflict 
of interests. The fact that no mechanisms for monitoring EEPCO are 
detailed makes this especially problematic. Regarding displacement 
at Omo-Kuraz, there are no regional legal agreements in place dealing 
directly with villagization and those affected are excluded from 
compensatory provisions owing to the voluntary status of the scheme.

Energy legal and 
policy framework

Electricity Proclamation (No 86/1997)
Growth and Transformation Plan 
(2010)

To ensure that the GTP’s objective were not compromised is a likely 
reason as to why environmental and social concerns became sidelined 
and EEPCO were afforded all of the responsibility for the resettlement 
process. 

Environment 
legal and policy 
framework

Environmental Impact Assessment 
Proclamation (No 299/2002)
Environmental Protection Organs 
Establishment Proclamation 
(295/2002)

Though certain legal safeguards concerning the environment are in 
place at the national level, the hierarchy of governance means that the 
established Environmental Protection Authority is less powerful and 
influential than other offices such as EEPCO and so any objections or 
concerns are often subsumed. 

Water management 
legal and policy 
framework

Water Resources Management 
Proclamation (No 197/2000)
River Basins Council and Authorities 
Proclamation (No 534/2007)

The WRMP (2000) lacked an integrated approach to water resources 
management with few provisions given with regards to inter-sectoral 
and regional coordination and linkages (Tamrat, 2008). The River Basins 
Council proclamation aimed to overcome the deficiencies of this 
centralized system but has been hampered by a lack of finances and as 
such is primarily dependent on the federal government for its budget.

Source: Author

i).Few safeguards concerning land rights of pastoralists.
Though the Ethiopian Constitution declares that land in Ethiopia is the property of 
the state, Article 40:5 also specifies that “Ethiopian pastoralists have the right to free 
land for grazing and cultivation as well as the right not to be displaced from their 
own lands.” However, neither federal nor regional laws have thus far been devel-
oped to enforce this principle effectively (Hagmann and Mulugeta, 2008). As such, 
the legal title of pastoralist’s land-holdings remain unclear and their communal and 
nomadic land-use practices leave them vulnerable to encroachment and mismanage-
ment. This pressure on pastoralist landholdings has been intensified by proclama-
tions detailing favourable tax exemptions and export facilitations for land investors 
and developers (Land Investment Proclamations and Regulations 2002,2003 & 2005).
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ii).Absence of a bilateral agreement on the joint management of the Omo River 
basin.
The lack of any formal agreement or legislative framework concerning the joint 
management of the Omo basin between Kenya and Ethiopia has precluded appro-
priate consultation between the governments as to the impacts of Gibe III and Omo-
Kuraz on Lake Turkana. This has meant that the Ethiopian government has been free 
to pursue its development plans on the Omo river without limits or safeguards on 
its activities. 

iii).Highly centralized and sectoral planning and decision-making processes for 
dam construction.
The Ethiopian model for the planning and decision-making for Gibe III, as for Omo-
Kuraz, is an example of a top-down approach which marginalizes the concerns and 
input of relevant stakeholders. As a result, the needs, constraints and livelihood 
realities of affected communities are not adequately taken into account (Tefera and 
Stroosnijder, 2007).

4.2Lack of Political Will to Confront Long-Term Indirect Migratory Impacts 
at the International Level
There is no framework currently in place to address long-term, indirect migration 
flows resulting from the cumulative impacts of Gibe III and Omo-Kuraz, either at the 
national level in Ethiopia and Kenya or between the two countries concerning likely 
trans-boundary flows. For the Ethiopian government this can be attributed quite 
clearly to their unwillingness to acknowledge the detrimental impacts of the devel-
opments in the South Omo zone given the large sums of money they have invested 
in the projects and their reliance on their successful implementation in order to 
achieve their GTP targets. The Kenyan government is also heavily invested in the 
Gibe III project having signed a power exchange and connection agreement with 
Ethiopia in 2006. This may help to explain the Kenyan government’s initial reluc-
tance to confront the Ethiopian government over its developments.14 Nonetheless, 
in response to the concerns of a number of civil society organisations15 in Kenya, the 
government has started initiatives to combat the threat facing Lake Turkana. 

So far though no agreement with the Ethiopian government has been reached 
and the focus has not extended to consideration of how to manage the likely impacts 
on the populations, including of migration flows. To what extent and in what form 
these migration flows will occur remains unclear. As such, this paper hopes to spur 
further methodological research into this unfolding issue. ♦

14 As part of this agreement, the World Bank funded Ethiopia-Kenya Power System Transmission Line from Gibe 
III is currently under construction and will have the capacity to deliver 1,000MW of electricity (Tropics Consulting 
Engineers Plc & Gamma Systems Ltd, 2012). 

15 These include the Friends of Lake Turkana, the South Omo and North Turkana Project, the Turkana 
Development Organizational Forum and the Turkana Pastoral Development Organization.
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THAnITA YAMSIRI

Water management  
in Thailand: dams and  
the voice of the affected  
and displaced people

l
ocated in the monsoon region of Southeast Asia, Thailand is blessed, 
and sometimes cursed, by abundance of water supplies. As the 
country opens to international trade, the richness in natural resources 
and large alluvial plains have transformed Thailand to emerge as “the 
rice bowl of Asia” in which the agricultural product is one of the main 
pillars of national income (Water Resources System Research Unit, 
Chulalongkorn University, 2013). As the main rice exporter, the Thai 
government controls and centralizes water resources policies for 

better management in order to support a growing cultivation. Floods and droughts 
are both very common and affect farmlands. Mismanagement can result in devas-
tation and will trigger economic upheaval or political turmoil. Consequently, large 
dams have been built all over the country and yielded positive results by expanding 
irrigation areas. Experience shows that a construction of mega dams involves forced 
relocation, environmental degradation and immensely affects people’s livelihood. 
However, in the government’s perception and the tacit recognition of the majority, 
for the common good, sacrifice needs to be made.

Nevertheless, such an idea is problematic. Despite the undeniably benefit of 
dams, many people affected by their presence are the victims of the state’s water 
control. Their grievances are ignored and their protests have been merely recognized 
as small groups causing political turmoil. Furthermore, the notion of migration and 
resettlement in Thailand are mostly limited to a regular flow of either economic 
migrants or asylum seekers from neighboring states. This perception reflects the 
problem that environmental migration and forced displacement have had no plat-
form on the government’s agenda. Thus, by bringing together stories from the lost 
voice of dam-induced migrants in the past and the voice of possible displaced people 
in the future, this paper is a humble attempt to speak on their behalf with the hope 
to raise an awareness that construction of dams is not merely the notion of people’s 
sacrifice for national development, but also in many cases represents the dilemma 
for voiceless local communities. 

In order to clarify this claim, the paper will be divided into three main parts. 
First, the overview of water management in Thailand and its recent controversy 
over the Great Flood in 2011 will be presented. Second, environmental migration and 
the socio-cultural impacts of building large dams will be exemplified through case 
studies. It is hoped that these cases will illustrate how livelihoods have been trans-
formed. Third, the Thai government’s new mega project to build more dams will be 
explored alongside the responses of local movements.
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1. FlooDS, DRouGHTS AnD WATER MAnAGEMEnT In THAIlAnD

1.1 Overview of Thailand 
Thailand covers a land area of 514,050 square kilometre (km2) or 321 million rai1 of 
which about 40 per cent (131 million rai) is an agricultural area (Royal Irrigation 
Department, 2010). The country can be characterized into six main regions: the 
Chao Phraya Central Plain, the Southeast Coast, the Northeast Plateau, the Central-
Highlands, the North and West Continental Highlands and the South Peninsular. In 
this paper, two main regions are of concern in terms of government targeting for 
dam construction. First, the Northern part, predominantly a highland and moun-
tain ranges, generates the four main rivers- Ping, Wang, Yom, and Nan- which are 
converged to “the lifeline of the Central Plain,” the Chao Phraya River. Second, the 
Northeast, accounting for one-third of the country, is a dry plateau with saline soils 
problem. Floods and droughts are more severe in this region (Water Environment 
Partnership in Asia, n.d.). 

As for the hydrological characteristics, the country can be divided into 25 river 
basins and 254 sub-basins (Department of Water Resources, 2006). According to the 
Royal Irrigation Department (2012), average rainfall is estimated to be 1,574 milli-
metre (mm) per year with an annual runoff of around 213,424 million cubic metre 
(m3). Annually, about 183,001 million m3 is accounted for the runoff in wet season 
while in the summer it is estimated to stand at 30,423 million m3. Currently, the total 
capacity of dams and reservoirs in Thailand are 76,002 million m3 or 35.6 per cent of 
the overall runoff water. Around 20,000 million m3 needs to be retained as the dead 
storage. However, water quantity ranges from region to region depending on geog-
raphy and local climatic conditions.

Figure 1. The description of 25 major River Basins in Thailand

Source: Department of Water Resources, 2005

In general, climate in Thailand is dominated by the southwest monsoon (mid 
May-mid October) and the northeast monsoon (mid October-mid February). The 
former brings heavy rainfalls whereas the latter involves dry and cold conditions. 
Under these two influences, three seasons can be identified: rainy, winter and summer. 
The recent report by the Water Resources System Research Unit of Chulalongkorn 

1  6.25 rai = 1 ha
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University (2013) suggests that global climate change will directly affect the supply of 
water in Thailand due to higher temperatures, tropical storms and rising sea levels. 
It also projects that such a threat will massively destroy cultivation and Bangkok, 
the capital city, might be submerged within twenty years. Additionally, the El Niño 
event, characterized by an extended period of dry and drought, as well as La Niña, 
which exacerbates heavy rainfalls, have both increased in it scale and sequence in the 
region. At present, Thailand is facing even more severe climatic variability. Heavy 
floods and prolonged droughts have affected wider areas throughout the last thirty 
years (TRF- Climate Change, 2008). These on-going phenomena tend to increase and 
will put great pressures on water management in Thailand. 

Map 1. Total Area of 25 basins in Thailand

1.2. Floods and Droughts 
Due to its physical features and Monsoon occurrences, Thailand has experienced both 
floods and droughts every year. Thai people have learned to adapt and live with this 
cycle for more than hundreds of years. Bangkok, used to be known as “the Venice of 
the East”, was once filled with canals which served as the main commuting method, 
as well as natural flood ways in the rainy season (Penchom, 2012). However as the city 
began to be influenced by the modern western style, urbanization has expanded and 
the traditional way of life has rapidly changed. Canals were replaced with concrete 
roads; industrial factories were built on plains near river basins. Unplanned housing 
estates blocked flood plains (Poapongsakorn, and Meethom, 2012). Around 20,000 rai 
(approximately 3,400 ha), once a low-lying swamp serving as an effective catchment 
area in the eastern side of Bangkok, was turned into the main Bangkok International 
Airport, Suvarnabhumi Airport (OK Nation, 2011a). Gradually, floods become more 
severe. The Great Flood in 2011 stood as one of the most recent catastrophic example.

Meanwhile during the dry seasons, despite the abundance of water resources, 
the problem of water supply is pronounced in rural areas and affects the agricul-
tural sector. As part of economic development, sustainable agricultural methods 
have been transformed to a cash crop economy. In this regard, Thai government has 
then implemented more centralized control over water resources in order to feed 
agricultural and industrial demand for water consumption. Consequently, irrigation 
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areas have expanded and dams receive more and more justification as a necessary 
step towards national development. Constructing dams and reservoirs have been an 
important part of the Government’s National Economic and Social Development 
Plan since 1961 (Mooksong, 2013). 

However, large dams can only partly solve minor problems and in most cases 
generate negative outcomes. The growing number of dams may actually aggra-
vate environmental and climate change problems. In 2010, the northeastern region 
of Thailand experienced “the worst drought in twenty years”, particularly in the 
Mekong sub-region where the water level decreased to the lowest point in the past 
50 years. Some critics claimed that this was caused by the impact of an operation 
of dams in China located in the upper Mekong region (Marks, 2011). This claim was 
later supported by recent evidence from the Thai Department of Water Resources, 
Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment. The data showed that the Mekong’s 
water level unnaturally fluctuated from 4 metres to over 8 metres within a few days 
in December 2013 severely impacting the local people living along the river. This 
situation was related to the fact that China had released a large amount of water 
preparing for a dam reconstruct in February 2014 (TCIJ, 2014). 

1.3. Water Management and the 2011 Great Flood
In Thailand, dams help retain water in the wet season and provide water supply 
during droughts (RID, n.d.). The country is ranked within the top ten for the best 
capacity to provide irrigation. Later dams were also built for other purposes such 
as providing water for industries consumption, for hydropower as well as flood 
prevention. Currently, there are 682 dams across the region in which 33 are cate-
gorized as large dams, each having more than 100 m3 storage capacity; 463 dams as 
medium capacity account for 5,325 m3 storage in total; and 4,262 are as small reser-
voirs (RID, 2010; Chanjula, 2009). Two main agencies, the Royal Irrigation Depart-
ment and the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (EGAT), are responsible 
for dam management.

Although the presence of large dams in Thailand has yielded positive results espe-
cially in providing a modern and systematic way of managing an abundance of water 
resources, there is always a possibility for mismanagement which could cause equal 
or more harm than a natural disaster. The Great flood in 2011, “the worst flood in 
modern Thai history” (Poapongsakorn, and Meethom, 2012), demonstrates this claim. 
Although the government portrayed that the flood was caused by massive rainfall 
and various tropical storms, many experts in the environmental field believed nature 
was a minor attributable factor of the damage. Research by Poapongsakorn, and 
Meethom (2012) indicated that mismanagement due to political influence and compe-
tition in irrigation and water management largely accounted for this catastrophe. 
Some areas where influential politicians took control experienced less damage at a 
cost of the other’s area massive devastation. Also, an untimely discharge of massive 
water flow from three to four major dams to the already flooded area, making up 
to 12,000 million m3 of water, inundated the central plain. This implied the lack of 
cooperation between the different authorities in charge (OK Nation, 2011b). Addi-
tionally, an unclear line of government agencies managing water resources led to the 
confusion and overlap of command as there are 30 agencies spanning 9 ministries in 
change of water resource development (Department of Water Resources, 2006). All 
the previously mentioned factors result in the critique that apart from unavoidable 
environmental causes, mishandling of dams and a lack of cooperation between the 
authorities exacerbated the 2011 flood. Consequently, a large number of people were 
displaced.

However, the government has never admitted its mismanagement nor launched 
any investigation to determine the actual factors that led to the flood. Instead, it has 
proposed and outlined a 3.5 billion-baht (USD 11 billion) mega plan, to which many 
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experts see as a short-term and ineffective solution, in response to the recent flood 
disaster. Constructing more large dams are once again on the government’s agenda. 
The scheme will mostly affect many local communities in the Northern region. Even 
though Thailand experienced a number of social problems as a result of building 
dams, the possible negative outcomes have not been seriously considered. Signifi-
cantly, at most steps of water management, the people, especially those in the rural 
areas without politician support, have no voice in a decision-making process. Unfor-
tunately these people are often most affected by the government’s centralized water 
management policy. 

2. DAMS: THE loST VoIcE oF THE DISPlAcED PEoPlE

According to World Commission on Dams (WCD, 2000: 1-2), “conflicts over dams 
are more than conflicts over water. They are conflicts over human development and 
life itself.” Economically, dams undeniably profit people. On the other hand, it also 
reflects the idea that the State owns this national resource as the State is the one that 
has the duty to provide water to the population. This has an indirect impact on the 
rights of local communities in that the State can claim control over people’s assets 
on behalf of the majority. Forced displacement and relocation as well as expropria-
tion in the case of constructing dams emerge as a justification for the common good.

Even though there are many other methods for managing water resources, large 
dam construction often stands out as the most cost-effective mechanism in the 
Royal Irrigation Department (RID)’s agenda. This is due to the fact that the National 
Development Plans are based on expanding the irrigation area with the fear of water 
shortage for extra farming in the dry seasons (RID, 2010). As a result, dams were 
widely constructed with no clear assessment on environmental outcomes, let alone 
the socio-cultural consequences. After the publicizing of the Enhancement and 
Conservation of National Environmental Quality Act B.E. 2535 (A.D. 1992), it is now 
harder to obtain national approval and begin the process of dam construction. This 
law requires an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) which is a formal process to 
measure and predict environmental consequences. This assessment is also a guide-
line to minimize any negative outcomes as well as determines whether a project 
will be approved (Environmental Impact Bureau, n.d.). At the same time, a growing 
civil society and more open political environment is providing a platform to discuss 
community rights, which were first articulated in the 1997 Constitution. Any devel-
opment project that will immensely affect local communities needs public consulta-
tion. In other words, infrastructure programs built before that period mostly ignored 
public opinion. Forced relocation and unfair compensation was widely practiced. 
Many cases below will illustrate why environmental assessment and public opinion 
are crucial before constructing any large dam project in the future. 

2.1. Dams and the voice beneath the water
More than sixty years since the first large dam was constructed, dams have often 
been portrayed as advantageous for national development. However for the local 
people whose lives are immensely attached to land, water and natural resources, 
forced relocation is greater than the lost of financial assets, such as their traditions, 
culture and communities. Unfortunately, at the time when there were many large 
dam projects, local communities affected by forced displacement had no political 
power to protest. The stories of their grievance were kept untold and resemble the 
folktale worth no attention. In many cases, the government had no clear strategy on 
helping the locals with resettlement. No official record was found and government 
agencies were not able to provide evidence of the numbers of people affected by 
large dams’ construction (Trekkingthai, 2004). As Nehru, the first Prime Minister of 
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India, once said to justify the Hirakud Dam project that “[i]f you are to suffer, you 
should suffer in the interest of the country” (Khan, 2012: 197). In the name of devel-
opment, migration is merely the byproduct of constructing infrastructure for the 
common good. Nevertheless, for the affected people, migration created by develop-
ment projects should not only be viewed as a sacrifice for the common good. Rather, 
it should point to the lack of strategy and suppression of a community’s rights by 
the state. This paper will attempt to explain those stories, in the least to bring them 
to light and remind the next generation of what society has traded off for economic 
gains.

Vajiralongkorn Dam or Khao Laem Dam, is a concrete rock-filled dam located in 
the western region. The reservoir covers the area of 3,720 square kilometres with a 
maximum storage capacity of 8,860 million m3 (EGAT, 2013). Apart from generating 
hydropower, Khao Laem Dam is also known as a tourist destination. Due to the severe 
drought in 2010, tourists were surprised to see debris of temples and building emerged 
from under water. The Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) then proclaimed it as 
one of the sites “Unseen in Thailand.” However, the real ‘unseen’ story was retold by 
Weerawat Theeraprasat, Chairman of the Foundation for Ecological Recovery (TERRA) 
and the former Superintendent of Wildlife Sanctuary in the region. He described that 
the dam and catchment area had submerged the whole district of Sangkhla Buri and 
many historic areas for twenty-seven years. Local people were relocated and settled in 
low quality agricultural land that yielded little productivities. Some were moved and 
packed in a housing estate. Meanwhile, the World Bank, the main financial supporter 
of the dam construction, claimed its success as the people’s standard of living was 
improved and they earned more income (Trekkingthai, 2004). 

Conversely, Mr. Theeraprasat strongly disagreed since the World Bank Report had 
excluded twenty per cent of the relocated persons as well as a large number of undoc-
umented local communities in the area (WCD, 2000a: 105; Trekkingthai, 2004). The 
situation also worsened for the ethnic minority groups, the Mons and the Karens, who 
were community locals but failed to acquire the citizenship. As a result, they received 
no compensation and were forced out of the area. Also, cited in Watershed Magazine 
in 1998, a displaced person said “it was true he gained more money. Because with no 
money, he had no life here. Meanwhile, in the past, he had no money but he had 
every thing he needed” (Trekkingthai, 2004). These situations are familiar for displaced 
people in other large dams such as Bhumipol Dam, Sirikit Dam, Sirindhorn Dam, Sri 
Nakarin Dam, along with many others that have been built to the detriment of the 
communities. This was due to the fact that at that time, about sixty years ago, the locals 
did not dared to resist the State’s authority. Also, the local and indigenous people had 
no political channel to voice a complaint and no concept of community rights existed. 

2.2. Rasi Salai Dam 
This irrigation dam is located in the Northeastern region on the Mun River. It is 17 
metres in height with a large reservoir area. The construction was completed in 
1994 and cost around USD 26.7 million, nearly six times of its original budget plan 
(EJOLT, 2014). No environmental impact assessment or public hearing was arranged. 
At first, there was no resistance from the local communities since the authorities had 
assured that it would be a small reservoir and would rarely affect the local. However 
in reality, it turned to be a large concrete dam. When the dam was completed, water 
flooded into local communities’ agricultural area and inundated the seasonal flooded 
forests.2 Apart from destroying the natural resources that were the sources of income 

2. Seasonal flooded forests, found near the Mun River’s floodplans, are very abundant in natural resources such 
as aquatic animal, vegetables and medicinal herbs. These forests are the vital sources of food and the well being of 
the local people.
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for the local communities the flood caused more than 3,000 families to lose their 
home and farmlands. The dam has generated a wide range of environmental disas-
ters such as an expansion of saline water, meaning that the water in the reservoir 
cannot be used for irrigation due to the fact that the rock underneath is actually 
salt deposits. This leads to a problem of soil salinity in a wider area (EJOLT, 2014; 
SEARIN, 2000). Furthermore, the specific area limited for the reservoir was identified 
five years later after the construction, creating many overlapped territorial claims 
(Chusakun, n.d.). More than 141 villages were affected. It is rightly claimed that “far 
more productive land has been lost to the reservoir than has ever been irrigated by 
water from the dam” (Blake, 2013).

More than twenty years, the people’s life has been degraded in many aspects. This 
includes poverty, community conflict, loss of traditional lifestyles and broken fami-
lies to name a few. Younger generations have had to move away from their homes to 
find a job in an urban area and remit money to their elderly parents at home (Silarak, 
2010). Problems of compensation, property rights and unfair treatment by the State 
have ignited the protests since the Rasi Salai dam was completed. In some case, their 
lost properties have never been identified, meaning that the affected people would 
receive no compensation (Prachathai, 2013). Some protesters refused to migrate and 
willingly stayed near their inundated lands. One of their leaders drowned into the 
water. Self-relocations were established near the dam site in 1999 as people refused 
to move out (SEARIN, 2000). In 2000, there was a big demonstration at the Rasi Salai 
dam requesting for the opening of the dam’s gates. As a result, the protest leader was 
arrested and sentenced to prison. More problems followed. In February 2013, villagers 
gathered near the dam requesting answers to the same issues that had persisted for 
the past twenty years. Once again their voices were ignored and no adequate solu-
tion was reached. In this case, it can be seen that devastation of the environment 
at the hand of the State has driven the affected people out of their land. Labour 
migration seems to be one of the methods to cope with the situation at home. Even 
though migration has never been the main concern in the case, it is worth noting 
that remittance generated by the young workers is used for both feeding the family 
and supporting the ongoing protests. 

2.3. Pak Mun Dam: the voice to be heard
The Pak Mun dam is located on the Mun River in Ubon Ratchathani province, North-
eastern region. The dam is 5.5 kilometre (km) away from Mekong and Mun conflu-
ence. It is approximately 17 metres in height and 300 metres in length with a capacity 
of 225 million m3. The construction cost around 6.5 billion THB, (USD 260 million) 
funded by the State and the World Bank. Under the responsible of the Electricity 
Generating Authority of Thailand (EGAT), the initial purpose of the dam was to serve 
as a run-of-the-river hydropower plant with other possible advantages such as irriga-
tion and fisheries. However, in reality, these outcomes are yet to be realized.

The Pak Mun case stands out as one of the notorious conflicts between the State 
and the local people over the unfair treatment of the displaced communities and 
newly created environmental migrants. The resulting impacts included the destruc-
tion of the entire community in regards to its socio-cultural identity. This explains 
why the case is among the longest running protests in the world. The study from the 
WCD also confirms that the dam brought utter destruction to the community’s liveli-
hoods and the dam “should not have been built” at the first place (Jenkins, McGauhey 
and Mills, 2008). The consequences of Pak Mun Dam point out that dam-induced 
environmental migration is also closely related to social and cultural breakdowns in 
local communities. 

Prior to the construction of the dam, people along the Mun River considered 
themselves fishermen (Jenkins, McGauhey and Mills, 2008). Even for the women, 
fishing was the main mode of nurturing their family and source of income. Their 
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harmonious relationship with the river was seen through a large amount of fishing 
instruments based on indigenous knowledge to which women learned how to use 
and made them. Interestingly, all the tools they used for fishing were well adapted 
to the nature of each kind of fish and the flow of the river. Also, religious practices 
and ceremonies were arranged on the Mun’s Rapids each year. For the people along 
the Mun, the river is not just a source of income, but also a sacred place (Living River 
Siam Association, 2012). Any harm to the River Mun means harm to their spirit. In 
other words, the ecology of the Mun River has been well preserved by the local tradi-
tion and practices.

The Pak Mun dam was built without the villagers’ participation in the decision-
making process. Even though their struggle had started early before an approval of 
the project in the late 1980s, their voice was not heard. Despite little knowledge of 
the dam, the local based their objection on a deep sense of environmental awareness 
in that the dam’s gate would bar the free flow of the river as well as the migration of 
fishes from the Mekong River. From village to village, their struggle against the Pak 
Mun dam intensified from the environmental issues which were closely related to 
their livelihood. Unfortunately, their hope of protecting the river flow was not taken 
into account by the government and the local authorities. The project continued and 
started its operation in 1994. 

Map 3. Pak Mun Dam, Ubon Ratchathani province

Source: http://www.Livingriversiam.Org/3river-thai/pm.Htm

As a result, migration occurred in two patterns. The first was in the form of dam-
induced migration where 1,700 households were displaced. This Figure was drasti-
cally different from the initial estimation of 241 households (WCD, 2000b: V). The 
destination prepared by EGAT was 40 km away from the former village and houses 
were too small to accommodate traditional extended families. This resulted in some 
self-resettlement in either a reserved forest or public property as the compensation 
from the State was inefficient for buying land or building a new home (Dash, 2009: 
24-25). The second form of migration can be considered ‘environmental migration’ as 
more than 6,200 households were largely affected due to a decline in fish diversity. 



SEM 2014
243

Because the dam blocked fish migration, it was estimated that the upstream fishing 
catching experienced around a 60 to 80 per cent decline (WCD, 2000b). Many of the 
fishermen had to move to other sectors as migrant laborers in urban areas to feed 
their families (Living River Siam Association, 2012; Jenkins, McGauhey and Mills, 
2008). Even though EGAT spent nearly 200 per cent above its budget on compensa-
tion and relocation cost, protests against the operation of the dam have continued 
for more than 20 years. Even so the devastating impacts on the ecology of the River 
Mun and lost livelihoods could hardly be compensated by cash.

Since the first protests of the Pak Mun dam began in 1989, the lives of affected 
villagers has all been affected in almost every aspect. Unfair treatment, unreason-
able compensation and lost occupations have pushed members of the communi-
ties, especially the younger generation to seek better opportunities in big cities. In 
other words, strong social ties within the local communities have been destroyed by 
economic stress. Nevertheless, remittances sent home by urban workers help sustain 
the struggle of the local protesters (Promun, 2014). The various benefits from the Pak 
Mun dam have ruined social unity between the authorities, headmen of villages and 
the grassroot organizations; as those who opposed the dam were often mistreated. 
Discrimination against the opposers by excluding them from the decision-making 
process “created tremendous bitterness and negative perception” (WCD, 2000b: 
VIII-IX). Furthermore, decreased interaction with the river means less continuity 

Picture 1. Life at the confluence of the River Mun

Source: Living River Siam Association 

Picture 2. Life behind the Pak Mun Dam

Picture 3. Protest against the Pak Mun Dam

Source: TCIJ, 2000
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of traditional and cultural practices as the indigenous wisdom and knowledge are 
inextricably linked to water, fish and the Mun (Jenkins, McGauhey and Mills, 2008). 
Additionally, the previous role of the women who carried out traditional ceremonies 
and religious practices has been changed dramatically. The majority of them have 
become breadwinners and many more have turned into political activists (Living 
River Siam Association, 2012). 

Importantly, it is worth noting that the Figure ht over Pak Mun dam is the first in 
modern Thai history in which the struggle against the State’s authorities strengthened 
a grassroots movement; the Assembly of the Poor3 (AOP) eventually brought the case 
to national politics and international attention. More than 20 years of the peoples’ 
appeal for fair compensation and Figure ht for justice over environmental concerns, 
the River Mun’s ecology has never been off their agenda. Acknowledging the nega-
tive outcomes of the state’s project and demolishing the Pak Mun dam may revive the 
life of the River Mun. However, the demolition of the dam could lead to the failure 
of the State’s control over energy supply involving politicians and some influential 
companies (Promun, 2014). In this regard, the government and EGAT offered some 
leaders of the AOP an opportunity to help disintegrate the Pak Mun protesters. Like-
wise, whenever there was a protest over the opening of dam’s gate, there would be an 
anti-protest movement afterwards.4 In August 2013, the EGAT allowed the eight gates 
of the dam to be opened until the government establishes a commission to ease and 
resolve the problem (Isranews Agency, 2013). However just a few months later, the 
gate was closed again. For 25 years, the government has accomplished little to meet 
its obligations to the community. In parallel, the people will continue Figure hting 
for the free flow of the Mun River with the hope to return to their sustainable and 
cultural way of life, or at least a fair compensation (Promun, 2014). Therefore, migra-
tion for them is seen as mostly temporary as a way to adapt to economic constraints.

The results of the Pak Mun provides evidence against further dam construction, 
but also is a demonstration of how local awareness can contribute to a Figure ht for 
livelihood. In such cases, dams are not merely related to displacement or relocation, 
but also create thousands of environmental migrants. Still it seems to be an unfor-
tunate societal norm that the minority must sacrifice for the good of the majority.

3. lESSonS nEVER lEARnED: THE 3.5 BIllIon BAHT PRojEcT 
AnD THE VoIcE FRoM THE AFFEcTED AREAS

CAN YOU HEAR US? ... What if we take away your home and replace it with 
dams, how would you feel? You live in a city. You have a higher education than 
any of us here but it is a pity … you have no single knowledge of the relation-
ship between men, water and forests. You want water but you do not take care 
of its origin. You prevent floods but you let us drown. This forest… this land… 
is our home. Our ancestors have taken good care of it and we continue in the 
same path. We want no dams here… Do you hear us? We want no dams! 5

(The voice of Pakayor children in Mae Kan district, Chiang Mai, 2014)

3. AOP emerged in 1995 as a rural based and non-governmental organization with the main purpose to struggle 
over the rights to resources of land, water, and forests. See more in Chris Baker, 2003, “Thailand’s Assembly of the 
Poor: background, drama, reaction”, South East Asia Research 8(1): 5-29.

4. Such activities tend to be seen as a “politically arranged anti-movement” against the AOP’s protest. See more 
in: Bangkokbiznews, “Mob Against the AOP Pak Mun”, Bangkokbiznews <http://www.bangkokbiznews.com/home/
detail/politics/politics/20110223/378530/news.html> (23 February 2013) consulted on 30 April 2014.

5.  The voice from Mae Kan village to express their concern over the dam construction project in the area (via 
Spring Report, the Thai TV programme)
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Despite the government’s rhetoric of constructing dams for irrigation and hydro-
power, preventing floods and droughts are also used to justify their further construc-
tion. The Great flood in 2011 marked another watershed in which the Thai government 
passed the mega-project of water and floods management involving constructing 
more large dams. However, unlike in the past, local communities, environmentalists, 
scholars, human rights defenders together with a large number of NGOs are rising 
against the project. They publicly questioned problems surrounding previous dams 
as well as the possible negative consequences for the local communities.

3.1. The water management project plan
The Government’s 3.5 billion-baht (around USD 11 billion) water management project 
was initiated in response to the government’s incapability to manage the 2011 flood. 
According to Office of the National Policy and Management of Water and Flood 
(NPMWF), a new agency responsible for water management, the project was divided 
into nine modules that will need to be linked as one system. Merely in the Northern 
region, the projects aim to build up to sixteen dams and reservoirs with the purpose 
being to prevent the central Chao Phraya plain from floods. In this regard, it seems 
that the government did not acknowledge its mismanagement of the 2011 flood but 
instead pointed to the failure of national water management system. The contro-
versy lies with the very high estimation of Government budget over the project, the 
effectiveness of the plan and the Design-build approach (D-B approach). The short-
ened construction plan means that all the public hearings, environmental impact 
assessments, or even the procedure of providing compensation will be the responsi-
bility of the private construction companies who succeed in a bid. 

These will all directly impact the local people as companies will seek the highest 
profit, often paying little in compensation. Additionally, public participation has 
not been part of the decision-making process. The locals have little access to the 
details of a project’s as no information is publicly provided. However in June 2013, 
the Administrative Court issued an order for the government to conduct public hear-
ings and environmental impact assessments before signing any contract with the 
construction companies. All projects were to be suspended until the hearing and 
assessments were completed. However, such tasks were done in an urgent manner 
while the majority of the affected people were again left out. Furthermore, the 
hearing in each province was propaganda in nature. Local people were informed 
by the 15-20 minutes video presentation of the overall project in which there were 
only up to 2 minutes concerning each possible affected community. Meanwhile, only 
800-1,200 locals were able to participate due to the Government limiting the numbers 
of participants (Thaipublica, 2014). This mega project has been a controversial issue 
in Thai society, especially within the ethnic minorities in the Northern region, where 
their homeland and community forest preserve indicated in the mega plan will be 
largely replaced by dams. 

3.2. The voice from the possible affected areas 
Although no decision has been made as to which area will be chosen for dam construc-
tion, the local communities are now living in fear, particularly those of ethnic groups 
who might be displaced from their homeland. Local NGOs and many other civil soci-
eties are now acting as the main engine to provide the people with information of 
dam and its impacts. Two cases which have encountered strong resistance will be 
presented. 

Mae Chaem Dam is one of the sixteen dam projects planned in the Mae Chaem 
district, Chiang Mai. The planned reservoir will have the capacity of 134.7 m3 and will 
cover around 12,628 rai. According to the cabinet resolution in 1985, the zone and use 
of the area was prohibited in any case since it was the abundant forested watershed. 
However, in 1989, Mae Chaem was targeted as the site for a multipurpose dam and 
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the resolution seemed to be interpreted in a flexible manner ever since. An environ-
mental impact assessment was conducted in 1989 but it was kept unpublished. The 
project has then revived again in 2010 after the Great flood as a solution to expand 
the irrigation area and prevent a further overflow of water.

According to the main local NGO in Mae Chaem, the Orphya Institute (2013a), it 
is estimated that at least six villages will be affected by the presence of the dam. 
Among these at least three villages will be uprooted and many more local communi-
ties will lose their fertile land. Also, building dams and reservoirs in these abundant 
forests will mean a devastation of the environment in the long run as Mae Chaem 
is the forested watershed and rich in natural resources. There will be an impact on 
the supply of water if the forests are destroyed. Food security will be immensely 
affected. As the locals depend largely on the forest to make a living, this means 
that their livelihood will be abruptly altered. This will have the most pronounced 
effects on the local people, specifically the Karen ethnic groups. Even worse, despite 
approving the project to build dams, the government is yet to propose a future plan 
for the affected people in terms of suitable relocations. Also, compensation is almost 
impossible to request because the people have no official land tenure documents; 
meaning the problem of forced displacement and environmental migration will 
become unavoidable. 

For the Karen people, the forest and river are their life and spirit. Their home is 
not limited merely to the residential area but the entire forestland. Their deep sense 
of interconnection with the environment is part of their traditional way of life and 
spiritual beliefs inherited from generation to generation. Folktales and community 
rules are all used to instruct the younger generation to respect and feel gratitude to 
their motherland. This emotional attachment explains why the project ignites an 
outcry among the local communities. 

From fear of losing their homeland, the local civil society becomes stronger in 
the possible affected areas. Seminars and talks have been arranged to equip the local 
communities with details of the project and possible methods to voice their opinion 
as well as suggest other solutions instead of constructing dam in the Mae Chaem 
district. Moreover, other civil society groups who have been previously affected by 
the dam join the protest and share their experiences. With the assistance of many 
local NGOs, the press and university students, the Karen have been able to voice 
their concern to the public through online resources and social media such as on 
TV programmes, facebook pages and youtube. Disappointment and confusion are 
reflected in the local people’s expressions. They mostly ask what they have done 
to harm the country and why the government needs to take away their home for 
this what they perceive to be an unnecessary and large dam. By attending talks and 
community meetings, the Mae Chaem people have learned from many experts that 
the dam will be less likely to prevent the flood. In fact, the lands are overflooded 
from time to time and there is little concern. Either way, it is a natural cycle and 
they have learnt to adapt (Orphya, 2013b). Most of their concerns reflect their fear 
and injustice they feel on that part of the government. For more than 50 years they 
have been waiting for the state authority to grant them the land tenure as promised. 
However, the initiation of the new dam project will mark the beginning of a Figure 
ht for their land. 

“We were born here, we live here and we will die here. We will Figure ht here for 
our land” (Orphya, 2013b). This will loudly echo from village to village of the Mae 
Chaem district. They only hope that these concerns will reach the government in 
time. 

Kaeng Sua Ten Dam now known as Yom Bon and Yom Lang, this dam is also part 
of the 3.5 billion baht project. The planned location is on Yom River, Phrae Province, 
in the Northern region. The EGAT planned to construct the dam in response to a 
national strategy to develop the Ping-Wang-Yom-Nan basin in 1991. However, more 
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Map 4. The areas impacted by Mae Chaem Dam

Source: Orphya Institute, 2013, adapted by Author
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than twenty years ago, there have been strong resistances from the local communi-
ties, civil society and environmental groups. The project then has to be postponed 
until the government revises it again as part of the mega-plan to prevent floods and 
droughts. This time it comes with the new name of Yom Bon and Yom Lang dams with 
a smaller reservoir capacity but with the same possible devastation to the forests and 
the lives of the locals (Sa-leab Love the Forest Group, 2013).

Map 5. Yom Bon and Yom Lang Dams viewed as the successor projects of Kaeng 
Sua Ten Dam

Source: ThaiPBS TV channel

Picture 4. Ordain the Forest and Bless the River Yom

Source: http://www.vvoicetv.com/knowledge-id866.html, 2012
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The dam and reservoir will cover the area of four villages accounting for more 
than 3,500 families spanning the two provinces of Phrae and Phayao. The concerns 
for the local are attributed to the government’s failure to solve the problem of 
displaced people in many other areas, especially after the large dams construction in 
Pak Mun and Rasi Salai district (Living River Siam Association, 2013). Up to this point, 
they have also learned that protesting alone might not be enough since the people 
who support the construction of dams will politically coerce the locals to accept the 
project one way or another. The communities and NGOs have been working strategi-
cally to use the communities’ wisdom to bring to determine how best to protect the 
forests. Religious ceremonies as well as local traditions are performed as a symbol of 
the interrelationship between human and the forests. “Ordain the Forest and Bless 
the River Yom” is one of the examples the villagers have performed for twenty years 
(Prachathai, 2011). It contains the meaning that the forest and river are now part of 
their religious life to which they have to pay respect. As a result of these important 
ceremonies, the issue of dams attracts a wide range of public attention. Additionally, 
the local civil society has become united with the same purpose to protect the forest 
and their traditional way of living.

4. concluSIon

Water management in Thailand has been developed to stimulate economic growth. 
Dams support irrigation and provide hydropower as well as a solution to floods and 
droughts. As seen from the presented case studies, constructing large-scale dams 
have many uncontrollable and negative consequences, and have not been identified 
as an effective long-term water management system. The local communities bare 
the burden, especially in terms of socio-cultural losses and environmental disasters. 
Displacement and environmental migration are inevitable results once sustainable 
livelihoods are destroyed. Faced with economic stressors, socio-cultural devastation 
and conflicts in the communities, demonstrations have taken place in an attempt to 
verbalize these difficulties.

However for more than twenty years these attempts to be heard have been futile. 
This is evident in that the government still presents large dams as a solution to 
water management in the country. The national mega-project for instance lists more 
sixteen dams and reservoirs to cope with floods and droughts. However, unlike in 
the past, the political context in Thailand has changed and local people are now able 
to employ political channels to express their disagreement. Civil societies, academic 
scholars, specialists in water management and NGOs also participate and play an 
important role in the movement against building dams. The centralization of water 
management should shift to the hand of local communities or in the least include 
them in the management process. It is hoped that these community concerns will 
signal to the government that a large-scale dam is not the answer for effective water 
management in Thailand. ♦
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