
SITUATION REPORT ON INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION IN SOUTH AND SOUTH-WEST ASIA

Environmental migration, 
climate change and 
disaster risk reduction1

This chapter focuses on the impact of natural disasters and 

climate change on migration in four contiguous countries 

in South Asia: Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Pakistan. 

The role of communities and development organizations 

in mitigating the impact of and facilitating adaption to the 

changing environment is highlighted and several regional 

case studies are discussed. The chapter refers to the 

emerging body of knowledge on the relationship between 

natural disasters and climate change on migration but also 

recognizes areas in which knowledge levels are currently 

inadequate to draw definitive conclusions for the region.

1 Written by Brian Kelly, Emergency and Post Crisis Advisor for Asia and the Pacific, International Organization for Migration (IOM).  
Special thanks to part-time research assistants Erin Anderson and David Ian Keith.
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Climate change is a contentious issue. The validity of even the term as well as the 
science associated with it is in dispute although the near universal membership 
of nations to the UNFCCC convention clearly signifies the recognition of the 
issue. There is also no international consensus on the terminology used to 
describe people whose movements are connected to environmental change, 
whether gradual or sudden, as from natural disasters. According to the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM), environmental migrants 
are “persons or groups of persons who, for compelling reasons of sudden 
or progressive changes in the environment that adversely affect their lives 
or living conditions, are obliged to leave their habitual homes, or chose to 
do so, either temporarily or permanently, and who move either within their 
country or abroad” (IOM 2007, pp. 1-2). It is rarely possible to isolate people 
migrating in response to environmental factors outside of disasters. What is 
likely though is that environmental change will continue to compel people to 
move or affect those who choose to remain.

While there are no reliable figures of environmental migrants, more than 
42 million people were displaced worldwide by sudden-onset natural disasters 
in 2010 (Yonetani 2011). The Asian Development Bank has estimated that in 
the Asian and Pacific region alone about 31.8 million people were displaced by 
climate-related disasters and extreme weather in 2010, including more than 
10 million in Pakistan owing to massive flooding (ADB 2012). As population 
figures grow, people are also increasingly living in areas of higher vulnerability. 
When a disaster strikes, immediate assistance is provided by communities 
themselves, the government of the affected country or the international 
community depending on the size and scale of a disaster, the capacity within 
a  country to respond to it, and the willingness to receive assistance. Long-
term solutions for populations regularly displaced or affected by natural 
disasters must be developed by local communities themselves in coordination 
with local government and development partners. 

There is an equally significant debate about the primacy of environmental 
change as a motivator for people to move as there is regarding terminology. 
While the debate over the causes, culpabilities, liabilities, and responsibilities 
regarding climate change continues, millions of individuals are affected yearly 
by natural disasters, some of which may be attributable to environmental 
change. 

Providing protection and assistance to environmentally-displaced populations 
poses several challenges: determining whether the migration was forced 
or voluntary, temporary or permanent, and if the durable solution requires 
crossing an international border (Boano and others 2008). If this international 
border is disputed or not demarcated, greater complexities arise. Still, it 
is important to note that despite the focus of many potential or actual 
movements across international borders, the vast majority of climate change-
related displacements are expected to occur within the borders of a country 
(IOM 2011).

Proposals to create a new legally-binding protection mechanism for 
environmentally-displaced populations are being discussed in different 
forums, but a consensus on the matter is unlikely in the near future as this 
is contingent upon establishing a direct causal linkage between population 
movement and environmental change. In practice, this will prove very 
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difficult to demonstrate. As Graeme Hugo has observed: “Population mobility 
is probably best viewed as being arranged along a continuum ranging from 
totally voluntary migration…to totally forced migration”, as opposed to solely 
residing within any one category (Hugo 1996). 

In the context of Bangladesh similar complexities on the relationships between 
environment, climate change and migration have been noted: 

“Migration is a multi-causal phenomenon: even in cases where the 
environment is a predominant driver of migration it is usually compounded 
by social, economic, political and other factors. The ‘decision’ to move or to 
stay is highly complex and depends on available resources, social networks 
and the perceived alternatives to migration. In turn, these depend, inter alia, 
on the individual, social and even cultural ability to cope with and adapt to 
climate shocks and stresses, including the particular vulnerabilities faced by 
women, children, the elderly, the disabled and the extreme poor. Therefore, 
just as the environment is only one among many factors that drive migration, 
migration is also only one among many possible responses to environmental 
change” (Walsham 2010).

While significant attention is centered on those who migrate, at least in part, 
due to environmental change it is important to remember that migration can 
only be an adaptation strategy when resources are available to migrate. Those 
left behind may, in fact, be the most vulnerable. 

Countries often also look at the environmental migration issue from a national 
security perspective. While empirical evidence does not generally support the 
view that migrants, including environmental migrants, disproportionately 
exacerbate conflict and crisis, this position does resonate within some 
domestic constituencies. Population movements in areas with pre-existing 
tensions and limited resources can exacerbate scarcity but migrants are rarely 
the main or sole trigger for escalating conflict. 

Instead of stigmatizing migrants as a source of crisis the focus should remain 
on the requirements to ensure human security in a particular geographic area. 
This would ensure that critical economic and food security, as well as health, 
community and political security are understood as a need for all, not just for 
migrant communities affected by environmental change (IOM 2009). 

There are at least four different ways in which changing climatic conditions 
can have a significant impact on population movements within South Asia. 
These are: 

•	 “The intensification of natural disasters, both sudden and slow-onset, leading to 

increased displacement and migration; 

•	 the adverse consequences of […] climate change on livelihoods, public health, 

food security, and water availability; 

The human security 
perspective

Climate change and 
potential impacts on 
migration
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•	 rising sea levels that make coastal areas uninhabitable; 

•	 competition over scarce natural resources potentially leading to growing tensions 

and even conflict and, in turn, displacement” (Walsham 2010).

Many factors prompt migrants to move internally and across international 
borders, including, among them, environmental changes, such as 
desertification, droughts, sea level rise and disturbance of seasonal weather 
patterns, which can be the result of El Niño and La Niña.2 In response to 
this, increasing numbers of countries in the subregion have taken an interest 
in better understanding the potential economic and social ramification of 
climate change with regard to development policy, emergency preparedness 
and response, human security and urban and land-use planning. 

The critical role local communities have in managing environmental migration, 
both in places of origin as well as in areas of destination, must be emphasized. 
This chapter will look at some of the adaptation techniques adopted which 
seek to mitigate the impact of climate change as well as some of the support 
mechanisms (or lack thereof) created for environmental migrants, particularly 
within the context of rural to urban migration. 

The following country-level analysis examines the prevalence and impact 
of environmental change on four countries in the sub-region, namely 
Bangladesh, India, Nepal, and Pakistan. It highlights in particular the efforts of 
local communities working on small-scale and effective initiatives to address 
the consequences of environmental change. These activities are often carried 
out in parallel to national-level programmes to ameliorate the impacts climate 
change, environmental degradation and natural disasters. 

Bangladesh

Situated between the Himalayan mountains and the Bay of Bengal, Bangladesh 
is highly vulnerable to the affects of climate change. An IOM report issued in 
2010 on climate change, the environment and migration in Bangladesh noted 
that “more than 50 million people still live in poverty in Bangladesh and many 
of these occupy remote and ecologically fragile parts of the country, such as 
flood plains and river islands (chars), or the coastal zones where cyclones are 
a major threat” (IOM 2010). In addition to the more slow-onset erosion of river 
banks leading to displacement, Bangladesh also suffers from other factors that 
affect the loss of livelihood and consequent displacement, such as soil erosion 
and drought in the north of the country and increasing levels of salinity in 
the south (Fatima and Sirajee 2009). Increasing population means that, while 
disaster preparedness may have improved in many ways, an ever growing 
number of people are exposed to these environmental threats (Walsham 2010).

In one Climate Change Vulnerability Index report issued in October 2010, 
Bangladesh was highlighted as the country that faced the greatest climate-

2 El Niño, warming, and La Niña, cooling, are episodic events that affect the Pacific Ocean and, 
at their extreme, disrupt weather patterns globally.

Country analysis
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associated risks to its people, ecosystems and business interests. Bangladesh 
was also determined to have a high risk of drought and the highest risk for 
flooding. To illustrate the country’s vulnerability, the report cited floods 
that occurred in October 2010 which displaced more than 500,000 people 
(Bittner 2010). Reports from the World Bank have examined the course of 
climate change, taking into account escalating greenhouse gas emissions 
and rapid urbanization in Bangladesh since the 1990s. A report published in 
2000 reported that the sea level was rising three millimetre per year along the 
coasts of Bangladesh and that by 2100 it would have risen between 15 and 95 
centimetres (Chowdhury 2000). 

The worst case scenario (approximately one metre rise in sea level) would flood 
18 per cent of the country, increasing cyclone duration, changing farmland and 
fresh water sources to salt marsh, reducing rice crop production by 30 per cent, 
and intensifying coastal flooding. A  significant portion of the population in 
the coastal regions (45 million people, or 28 per cent of the total population) 
would be affected or displaced (Chowdhury 2000). The Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change 2007 Climate Change Assessment elaborated on 
earlier forecasts by predicting large decreases in rice (8 per cent) and wheat (32 
per cent) production levels by 2050 due to rising temperatures and fluctuating 
rainfall during the monsoon season (Cruz and others 2007).

Impact on migration

A significant number of people annually migrate into the capital Dhaka from 
the Buriganga River Valley. Though precise statistics are not available to track 
how much internal migration to cities is attributable to environmental effects, 
anecdotal evidence from migrants and research by migration experts in Dhaka 
suggest that climate change is a significant factor behind this migratory trend. 
Many people living in the informal settlements of Dhaka cite the environment 
as having had a negative impact on their lives, although definitive evidence 
which connects rural to urban migration to environmental change is 
lacking. The number of people living in informal settlements continues to 
grow in the city, more than doubling from 1.5 million in 1996 to 3.4 million 
in 2005, according to surveys taken by the Centre for Urban Studies (Akter 
2009). Meanwhile, the metropolitan population as a whole has experienced 
accelerated growth, rising to 35 million in 2006, from 23.1 million in 2001, an 
increase of 52 per cent. 

Under any circumstances, a rapid increase in the population density of 
urban centres places pressure on resources and consequently contributes to 
multiple forms of insecurity. Environmental degradation from population 
congestion eventually results in further relocation and displacement. This, in 
turn, contributes to environmental degradation in the new location, and this 
creates a vicious cycle, one phenomenon contributing to the other. 

India

Over the past decade alone, India’s population has suffered through numerous 
climate-induced and weather-driven disaster events. Two separate drought 
incidents in July 2002 affected 300 million people by wiping out harvests in 
the states of Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, Chattisgargh and Madhya Pradesh. 
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Through 2009, some 94 significant floods (including storm surges and flash 
floods) killed 11,921 people and affected 15,892,847 others, with major losses 
occurring in 2002 and 2004. Extreme temperature changes (cold waves and 
heat waves) accounted for 4,994 deaths in 16 events (most deaths occurred in 
2002). Storms (including tropical cyclones) killed 1,206 people and affected or 
displaced another 6,401,639. Avalanches and landslides, possibly a result of 
ongoing glacier melt, resulted in 491 deaths and affected 5,000 people in ten 
events. Flooding and temperature variations also contributed to 16 localized 
bacterial (including parasitic) and viral infection outbreaks that killed 
1,214 people and affected 223,561 people (CRED no date a).

Impact on migration

Like other countries in South Asia and throughout the world, India is also 
facing growing rural to urban migration. This flow is expected to significantly 
increase based upon current climate change modelling, which shows a negative 
impact on agricultural production. This, combined with the modernization of 
the agricultural sector, is reducing the labour force required to work on farms. 
The Asian Development Bank (ADB) recently stated that climate change could 
result in a significant reduction in both rice and wheat production, making the 
country a potential net importer of these products on a significant scale. The 
impact of this reduction would devastate certain rural economies and create 
great impetus for accelerated migration from rural areas. It is worthwhile 
to note that while the current primary reason for rural to urban migration 
remains socio-economic, “anecdotal evidence suggests the contribution of 
increasing frequency of floods and loss of agricultural lands to migration-
related decisions” (ADB 2012). 

Nepal

Nepal is very vulnerable to natural disasters, with floods and landslides 
regularly affecting its citizens. In the last decade, 10 significant floods have 
occurred in the eastern and western regions of the country, accounting for 
912 deaths and affecting or displacing 1,956,605 people (CRED no date b). The 
most recent flood, which occurred in October 2009, killed 78 people, while 
floods that occurred between July and September 2008 affected more than 
250,000 (70,000 in the Koshi River valley) people and killed 65 persons (IOM 
2009). 

At the other end of the spectrum, north-western Nepal suffered through the 
effects of drought from late 2005 to the spring of 2006. In tandem with an 
April hailstorm, this severe winter weather destroyed the majority of winter 
and summer crops in the region, leading to food shortages that affected about 
200,000 people across ten districts (Action by Churches Together International 
2006). Most recent among climate-related events, a combination of winter 
drought, depleted water sources and heavy rainfall, leading to increased 
contamination of drinking water, contributed to a diarrheal epidemic in the 
Jajarkot district, which began in May 2009 and was responsible for killing 
about 200 people (Red Cross/Red Crescent 2009). 
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Impact on migration

In comparison with other countries in South Asia, Nepal has been the subject 
of less research in relation to climate change and migration. Although 
comparatively small in size with a total population of approximately 
thirty million people, Nepal does have the unfortunate distinction of having 
the greatest increase, by percentage of population, of people facing multiple 
risks from climate change living within the countries reviewed in this paper 
for the period 2000–2050. For Nepal, the percentage increase in risk is 124.2 
per cent, whereas India has a much lower rate at 64.3 per cent over the same 
period (ADB 2011). Nepal is also ranked 11th in the world for disaster-related 
displacement (Kollmair and Bannerjee 2011). More research is required to 
elucidate the definitive causative links between climate change, environmental 
degradation, and migration patterns (Massey and others 2007).

Studies conducted in recent years have linked labour migration to perceived 
environmental insecurity in terms of access to forest resources, which are 
affected by increased rainfall, flooding, and landslides. As  an adaptation 
mechanism, earning opportunities have increasingly been diversified through 
seasonal or permanent labour migration, both internally and internationally, 
to cope with this insecurity (Bardsley and Hugo 2010). 

Pakistan

Pakistan has historically been very vulnerable to natural disasters, climate-
related and otherwise. Since 2001, the country has experienced six major 
earthquakes, including the 2005 Kashmir earthquake (7.6 magnitude), resulting 
in 73,576 deaths and the displacement of 6,286,607 people. Flooding has been 
equally significant for its adverse impact, with 35 documented floods, including 
the 2010 floods (responsible for displacing 20 million people, an eighth of the 
total population). In the last ten years, 4,286 people have died, with another 
29,780,477 affected or displaced as a result of floods. Additional disasters that 
are more directly climate-influenced include six storms or tropical cyclones 
(392 killed, 1,657,069 affected or displaced); 10 landslides and avalanches 
(287 killed, 16,727 affected or displaced); and four episodes of epidemic illness 
(54 killed, 236 affected) (CRED no date). 

Impact on migration

Pakistan is a country of both origin and destination of migrants with strong 
outward flows to the United States of America, Europe and Western Asia and 
a growing internal rural to urban migration pattern. Large diasporas reside 
within certain European countries, particularly the United Kingdom of Great 
Britain and Northern Ireland, as well as in the United States of America. There 
are also long-standing flows of temporary labour migrants from Pakistan to 
many countries in Western Asia. 

A high level of internal migration is also occurring within Pakistan. Much of 
the flood protection infrastructure along the Indus River is severely degraded 
and, to the extent that climate change will initially result in higher river levels, 
this will lead to depopulation of rural areas solely focused on agricultural 
production. The vast majority of farm workers in the flood plains of Pakistan 
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are not landowners, resulting in less incentive for them to remain if the 
situation proves untenable. The combination of insecure land tenure and the 
impact from flooding and drought creates a push factor for rural inhabitants at 
the same time that access to services and livelihood opportunities pull people 
toward urban areas. Additionally, the modernization of the agricultural sector 
is also accelerating migration from rural areas.

Rural to urban migration is significant. Many internal migrants use family 
and extended family networks and links to help them make the transition 
to becoming an urban or peri-urban resident (ADB 2012). As  in most major 
cities in the world, there are few formal structures in Karachi with the explicit 
mission to facilitate the orderly integration of rural migrants. Instead, the 
responsibility often falls on the extended family and ethnic and religious 
networks. 

There has been growing recognition of the need for a global response and 
international cooperation on adaptation strategies to reduce vulnerability 
and build resilience in developing countries to meet the challenges of climate 
change. The Copenhagen Accord,3 which endorses the continuation of the 
Kyoto Protocol, highlighted the importance of adaptation strategies. 

Adaptation strategies not only aim to mitigate risks of possible climate-
induced migration, but also include migration as a possible adaptation 
strategy. Although further research and debate is required to support 
this strategy, building resilience of countries and communities affected 
by a changing climate, environmental hazards and structural factors of 
vulnerabilities are broadly acknowledged, and was reaffirmed by the Cancun 
Agreements, of the sixteenth session of the Conference of the Parties (COP16) 
at the United Nations Climate Conference, held from 29 November until 10 
December 2010 in Cancun, Mexico.4

Countries are now looking at how to convert agreements and protocols to 
measurable progress in locations where the consequences of climate change 
have been and will be the most severe. Local communities and developmental 
organizations have a critical role in converting these principles into action. 
Local governments must encourage community-level participation and push 
for the adoption of tested and appropriate innovations in order for change to 
be successful and for the number of successful interventions to grow at the 
required scale. 

The age-old adage “an ounce of prevention beats a pound of cure” is acutely 
relevant to climate change adaptation programming as well as disaster 
risk reduction (DRR) activities. A  wide range of evidence supports the cost 
effectiveness of DRR activities and it is commonly stated that one dollar of 

3 The Copenhagen Accord, signed in 2009 is a document that delegates at the 15th session of the 
Conference of Parties (COP15) to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
agreed to “take note of” at the final plenary on 18 December 2009. For copy of the accord see 
http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2009/cop15/eng/l07.pdf.

4 See http://unfccc.int/meetings/cop_16/items/5571.php.

International response

Disaster risk reduction
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DRR support will prevent seven dollars in subsequent losses in the event of 
a natural disaster.

A challenge in this area is that resources are more easily mobilized after a disaster 
as opposed to prior to an event. This is due to a variety of factors including, 
among others, the role of the international media and the outpouring of support 
from individuals, governments and the private sector. Unfortunately, the scale 
required in a large humanitarian response means that international responses 
often take precedence over local knowledge and experience. Changing this 
reality, particularly with regard to individual and private sector engagement, 
may not be realistic. The goal should be to incentivize development partners 
that traditionally support humanitarian response to provide equally robust 
support to programmes related to mitigation and adaptation as to those that 
provide support after disasters.

There is value in locally prioritized and driven initiatives as they tend to 
be “locally appropriate, flexible and usually socially or environmentally 
responsible” (Pender 2010, p. 51). How do we categorize the mosaic of these 
climate-change related interventions undertaken by civil society? What 
measurements and tools must be established or applied in order to systemically 
assess impact and relative value? A growing assumption among development 
professionals is that numerous smaller scale interventions have a greater 
cumulative impact than ‘mega-projects’ but more research is required to 
validate this assumption.

For example, DRR programming initiated prior to the Pakistan floods in 2010 
helped decrease the severity of the impact communities felt due to the flooding. 
Some of these communities engaged in DRR programming monitored flood 
levels, which gave them more time to prepare and depart. These communities 
“had invested in materials to help protect their homes and belongings, thereby 
minimizing damage, and had sound evacuation plans in place” (Refugees 
International 2010, p. 10). 

The International Organization for Migration (IOM) also confirms this 
assumption in Pakistan based upon interviews conducted with community 
members from Jhang, Punjab who participated in a community-based DDR 
management pre-flood programme. One of the key points conveyed was that 
although a community-based response mechanism is by its very definition 
a loose structure made up of volunteers, the fact that its existence was known 
to government officials meant that coordination increased and information 
was more easily shared. The relatively low fatality rate for a disaster which 
affected 20  million people can also be partially attributed to the use of cell 
phones and SMS networks in Pakistan (IOM 2009a). The impact DRR had on 
catalyzing the recovery process requires more research.

The response to the floods in Pakistan has created an opportunity to 
incorporate low cost and effective DRR techniques into the reconstruction 
process. Simple techniques such as plastering exterior walls up to one metre 
or ensuring adequate roof drainage can make a difference between a home 
remaining after rainstorms and floods or being destroyed. The issue of 
‘standing rubble’ in the floods zones of Pakistan is a significant one and is due 
to water eroding the mud mortar between bricks, rendering the entire house 
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unfit for living. Preventing this would have been inexpensive, low-tech and 
feasible.

Previously completed larger-scale DRR activities need to be reviewed to “take 
new climate-change risks into account because otherwise, mal-adaption can 
be the result” (Pender 2010). Seawalls created decades ago may not be the 
appropriate size or design to address the anticipated need. “Flood defenses 
[in Bangladesh] had been designed for lower levels of flooding and were then 
poorly maintained, so that they were inadequate for the higher flood levels 
of recent years, becoming counter-productive; trapping and prolonging the 
floods of 1999” (Stern 2006). A  cost-benefit analysis of this type of ‘mega-
project’ versus the smaller scale community-level interventions should be 
undertaken.

Each year tens of thousands of people in Bangladesh are internally displaced 
through riverbank erosion, particularly in the north-west region. Satellite 
imagery and population studies have shown that between 1982 and 1992, 
730,000 people were displaced and 0.6 per cent of the country’s land was lost 
to river bank erosion (RMMRU 2007). Case studies of communities affected 
by river bank erosion suggest that people initially try to relocate themselves 
within their own village or neighbouring villages, but as local population 
pressure rises and income opportunities shrink, many are pushed to urban 
areas (Black and others 2008). 

A study presented in 2009 of two villages in Bangladesh vulnerable to river bank 
erosion shows that communities developed a number of preventive strategies 
to combat ongoing erosion. These measures included building bamboo fences 
along river banks to protect cultivated land and homes and collecting sand 
and using sandbags to contain rising water. Unfortunately these methods 
were proven ineffective. As  a result residents have resorted to constructing 
houses made of moveable materials to enable them to relocate easily. Also 
of note, as a result of the erosion, community land investment patterns have 
shifted, with more families anticipating displacement and investing in land 
farther away from rivers (Ilias 2010). 

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has provided funding to local non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) along the Jamuna and Meghna rivers 
engaged in a project to implement erosion prevention programmes. According 
to the project description, it “aims to sustain the incomes of people in the 
affected areas through reliable, cost-effective, and sustainable riverbank 
erosion mitigation measures” (ADB 2008). In addition, a local organization with 
strong connections to the community is responsible for the implementation, 
monitoring, management, and evaluation of the resettlement action plan of 
the project.

Livelihood protection is an example of community-based adaptation projects. 
Growing in popularity, this type of intervention can only be successful when 
there is a comprehensive understanding of the local social, cultural and 
physical environment. Issues such as the nature of the environmental risk, 
context of the country and particular region, homogeneity of the population, 
distribution of wealth, and the relative flexibility of societal hierarchies 
must be accounted for to ensure that the intervention is designed correctly 
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(Adger 2003). Migration itself, especially though remittances which increase 
livelihood options for those who stay, is a form of adaptation for households.

As an example, an international NGO worked through local partners to increase 
the capacity of communities in south-west Bangladesh to adapt to the adverse 
effects of climate change. Communities were facing sea-level rise, increasing 
salinity of the soil, more extreme rainfall variability and more intense cyclones 
(Mitchell and Tanner 2006). It was found that these environmental issues were 
contributing factors to the rural to urban migration patterns increasingly 
common throughout the world and very visible in Bangladesh. 

After a thorough vulnerability, knowledge, and behavior assessment, 
the  livelihood diversity project resulted in 270 families growing vegetables 
on floating gardens in waterlogged areas. This timely assistance had an 
immediate impact of stabilizing the direct beneficiaries in their place of origin 
and a secondary impact of sharing new knowledge to the broader community 
(Mitchell and Tanner 2006). 

If adaptation techniques are not successful, support should be made available 
to stabilize environmental migrants in new locations. However, it is more 
difficult to protect this population group due to two factors. These are the lack 
of formal recognition of environmental migrants and the fact that climate 
change-related displacement generally occurs gradually over an extended 
period of time, making it more difficult to identify the population movement 
as compared to one that occurs during a short time span. 

There are a number of community-based interventions aimed at protecting 
migrants who have already been forced to leave their homes due to 
environmental change. Aside from the initial disaster relief programmes 
(providing immediate needs such as food, water, shelter and health care), 
there is a need for programmes that address the longer-term needs of these 
populations, such as in the areas of education, infrastructure and livelihood 
development.

In Bangladesh, while erosion and flooding cause land loss, sedimentation 
causes land to appear in new places in the form of ‘char lands’, midstream 
or coastal islands in a constant state of formation and erosion (Helen Keller 
Worldwide 2004). These ‘char lands’ often become the new homes of people 
displaced by environmental events in other areas. Since these parcels of land 
have never existed before, they have no established basic services, such as 
water, sanitation and education facilities and land tenure is unclear. One 
organization is establishing schools in the ‘char lands’ to try and provide 
educational continuity to displaced children (Island Development Association 
2010). This complex project is successful because the organization understands 
the local context and can work within local norms.

Because of the tentative nature of life in the ‘char lands’, many residents find 
it difficult to re-establish means of food production. Some organizations 
have worked with local communities to provide education on ‘char land 
relevant’ agricultural strategies, hand out seeds and seedlings, promote small-
scale animal   husbandry and establish links between newly formed ‘char 
communities’ and previously existing agricultural extension programs (Helen 
Keller Worldwide 2004). 
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The scale of migration is expected to rise as a result of environmental change and 
the vulnerability of the subregion to natural hazards and disasters. Therefore, 
governments need coherent policies, legal and institutional frameworks as 
well as stronger technical and operational capacities to effectively address 
migration resulting from environmental change and vulnerability. Policy is 
not a solution in itself but instead its effectiveness must be based on how 
it catalyzes local communities to become more involved in addressing this 
critical issue which affects migrants and those who remain.

Conclusions
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