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M igration triggered by environmental 
changes is such a complex phenome-

non that its study demands a thoroughly interdisci-
plinary approach. This article represents a collabora-
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we carried out in two very different regions of the 
world: North Africa (Karolina Sobczak-Szelc) and cor-
al islands in the Indian Ocean (Justyna Orłowska). By 
describing these findings from the perspective of our 
respective disciplines, we hope to bring topics related 
to environmental migrations into sharper focus.

Why is this topic important?
Environmental migration is not a new phenomenon. 
Throughout history, there have been countless exam-
ples of people being forced to abandon their homes as 
a result of natural disasters or the overexploitation of 
natural resources. The Great Famine in Ireland and 
the Dust Bowl in the United States (caused by drought 
and improper farming in the 1930s) are good cases in 
point. But the topic is now rising to the fore, as there 
is more and more discussion about the far-reaching 

effects of climate change. In 1990, the UN Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) predict-
ed that climate migration would be one of the most 
serious consequences of climate change, estimating 
conservatively that millions of people would be dis-
placed as a result of shoreline erosion, coastal flood-
ing, and droughts.

Difficulties of definition
People may be prompted to make the decision to leave 
their home villages, towns, regions, or countries by 
a broad range of very complex and overlapping fac-
tors. Herein, we focus on migration that is related 
to environmental change. There is much discussion 
nowadays about how consequences of climate change 
can drive migration, such as rising sea and ocean levels 
and the growing frequency of such disasters as hurri-

JU
S

T
YN

A
 O

R
ŁO

W
SK

A



30t h e  m a g a z i n e  
o f  t h e  p a s

2/70/2021

canes, cyclones, and wildfires. But it is worth looking 
at the topic in a broader context to better understand 
the complex causes of possible migrations. Of course, 
we should remember that the natural environment 
also comprises the soil, water, and land relief, which 
can be altered not only by climate change (including 
climate variability), and natural processes, but also 
by human activity.

Some of the slow-onset changes in the environ-
ment may be far-reaching and affect various aspects 
of human life. For example, those living in coastal ar-
eas will face the consequences of rising sea and ocean 
levels not only once their homes are ultimately flood-
ed. In fact, shortages of drinking water and the dying 
of vegetation caused by rising groundwater salinity 
will make themselves felt much earlier than that. In 
inland areas, in turn, the degradation of vegetation 
and groundwater pollution can make agriculture and 
pastoralism – which are still the primary sources of 
income for local inhabitants in many regions of the 
world – difficult or impossible. For such situations, 
the direct causes of migrations may include hunger 
and economic motivations, such as the pursuit of bet-
ter living conditions.

Moreover, scholars of migration know that chang-
es in the natural environment and climate can have 
many more subtle and indirect impacts, including in 
cases when migrations appear to be directly caused 
by human conflicts. A good example of this can be 
found in the long-term drought in Syria combined 
with earlier mismanagement of water resources that 
prompted many Syrians to migrate from villages to 
cities, thus adding to discontent with Bashar al-Assad’s 
regime. Simultaneously, drought-induced crop losses 
throughout in Egypt and Libya led to unemployment 

and worsened the standards of living, and frustration 
with that situation erupted in what became known as 
the Arab Spring.

What do the numbers tell us?
Seeing as the phenomenon of environmental migra-
tion is difficult to define, it is also hard to estimate the 
number of people it affects accurately. The problem 
can be approached in various ways. According to the 
Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC), 
24.9 million people were forced to migrate in 2019, 
by 2,000 natural disasters that occurred in 140 coun-
tries around the world. By contrast, 8.5 million were 
displaced in the same period by armed conflicts. This 
reveals the magnitude of migration caused by natural 
disasters and the scale of the challenges faced by the 
countries in which they occur.

Migrations resulting from the slow degradation 
of the natural environment and prolonged droughts 
are a lot greater in scale and a lot more difficult to 
estimate than those caused by natural disasters or con-
flicts. Estimates of future migrations are just as dif-
ficult, if not more so, especially because such projec-
tions must take into account the complex nature of the 
motives behind people’s decisions to migrate. Most 
frequent forecasts place the number of people who 
will be displaced by 2050 in the range of 200–300 mil-
lion (variations of the figure given by the British envi-
ronmentalist Norman Myers back in 1993, predicting 
that the number of people forced to leave their homes 
would reach 212 million by 2050). Other noteworthy 
projections include the World Bank’s analysis of cli-
mate hotspots in sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, and 
Latin America, predicting the internal displacement of 
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143 million people, mainly from rural areas to near-
by cities and towns due to slow-onset changes in the 
natural environment.

North Africa – grappling with 
the desert
North Africa provides various examples of how envi-
ronmental changes and constraints can affect people’s 
migration decisions. In some of its regions, migration 
represents a last-resort choice, a means of escaping 
continual environmental degradation, water shortag-
es, and sand dunes encroaching on fields and bury-
ing homes. There are also regions where migration 
is a form of adaptation, a way to secure the financial 
resources needed to make investments countering the 
effects of environmental changes and constraints.

A good example of the former situation can be 
found in the M’Hamid El Ghizlane Oasis in the south 
of Morocco, 300 km down the Drâa Wadi below the 
city of Ouarzazate. The El-Mansour Eddahbi dam, 
which was built there in 1972, had a significant im-
pact on the life of the inhabitants of the oasis, who 
traditionally rely on agriculture as their source of in-
come. The regulation of water flows in the riverbed 
was originally intended to ensure a stable water supply 
during dry periods. The Noor II solar power station, 
built nearby, was meant to spur the development of 
the region. By 2016, however, changing water flows in 
the Drâa riverbed played a role in lowering ground-
water levels at M’Hamid El Ghizlane by even as much 
as 9 meters, degrading vegetation, and initiating the 
formation of dunes. The dunes first began to encroach 
on the fields at the western and southern edges of the 
oasis and later also started to bury houses. In addition, 
changes in the natural environment significantly re-
duced people’s ability to earn a living from agricul-
ture. The situation was further exacerbated by global 
events, such as the economic crisis in 2008, the Arab 
Spring in 2011, the subsequent rise in terrorism, and 
finally the COVID-19 pandemic. All of these made it 
significantly harder for the inhabitants of M’Hamid 
El Ghizlane to benefit from tourism, which had been 
their alternative source of income for years. Worsen-
ing living conditions, coupled with the need to seek 
sources of income other than agriculture, forced a sig-
nificant part of the population to move away, mainly 
to Morocco’s big cities. In 1994–2014, the population 
of the oasis dropped by half (from 10,000 to 5,000 
inhabitants).

But migration is not always a choice of last resort, 
like it was for the inhabitants of M’Hamid El Ghi-
zlane. For people for whom movement is related to 
the ongoing search for good living conditions, fertile 
pastures for their herds, migration is in their blood, 
and they see it as a natural life decision. El Faouar 

Oasis in central Tunisia is a good case in point. Unlike 
M’Hamid El Ghizlane, El Faouar is a modern oasis, 
established in the 1960s thanks to the drilling of bore-
holes used as water wells, which enabled the planting 
of date palms. However, the small number of wells 
quite quickly proved insufficient to meet the irriga-
tion needs of the intensively cultivated palm groves 
in the surrounding area, forcing their owners to look 
for new sources of water. Without government sup-
port, possible solutions included private drilling. Such 
investments, however, require considerable financial 
resources, which are scarce when income from agri-
culture is limited, and there are no jobs that might 
allow people to take out loans. The locals then had two 
options: either they could work together and jointly 
share the drilling costs and the resulting water, or they 
could raise funding for such investments by working 
in big cities in Tunisia or abroad. The example of the 
El Faouar oasis shows clearly that for the farms that 
are associated with economic migrants, income from 
emigration provides additional financial security. In 
addition, they earn more from agriculture because the 
extra funds allow them to invest in farm development, 
as well as experiment with new crop varieties.

The Maldives – the biggest 
victim of climate change?
The Maldives is an extensive chain of small and very 
flat islands, highly vulnerable to rising sea levels and 
extreme weather events caused by climate change. 
Even heavy rain is enough to disrupt life on the small-
er islands. Additionally, the Maldives is among the 
world’s top tourist destinations, often seen as a per-
fect island paradise, especially by those who live in 
Europe and North America. Seclusion, simple life, 
and closeness to nature all contribute to the picture 
of a perfect holiday locale. Due to both geographical 
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(the morphology of the islands) and cultural factors, 
the Maldives and other small island states are often 
seen as a victim of the world’s powerful economies, 
which contribute most to climate change. “We’re so 
small that everyone else looks like a tyrant and a bully 
in comparison,” a Maldivian friend of mine once told 
me. This image is particularly advantageous from the 
perspective of the Maldives obtaining internation-
al support. For the purposes of climate negotiations, 
the world’s island states have even formed a coalition, 
appearing jointly as a party in talks with the United 
States and China (which are the biggest emitters of 
greenhouse gases) on paying for the damage caused 
by the effects of climate change. The media are per-
petuating this narrative, promoting black-and-white 
perceptions of climate change in the Maldives and 
positing a clear-cut distinction between victims and 
villains. The language used by international organi-
zations that distribute funding for humanitarian aid 
embraces the notion of “climate refugeeism” that will 
soon affect the inhabitants of the islands. In the case 
of the Maldives, among those who promote this per-
ception is Mohamed Nasheed, the charismatic former 
president who has been dubbed an “eco rock star.” He 
has spoken out in the media about the Maldives’ plans 
to purchase land in Australia and India because the 
islands will soon be flooded. It was from those reports 
that I drew inspiration for my subsequent research.

No problem for ocean nomads
However, the microworld observed from the inside 
often looks quite different from how it is present-
ed to the outside world. Do the Maldivians actually 

intend to leave their country, which is undoubtedly 
threatened by rising sea levels? It turns out they have 
a completely different idea for how to cope. What’s 
more, this idea is not new, nor is it inspired by growing 
awareness of climate change and its consequences. It 
is based on something the Maldivians have practiced 
for hundreds of years, resorting to it whenever life on 
a specific island became impossible or uncomfortable.

The Maldivian archipelago consists of about 1,200 
islands, of which only about 200 are inhabited and 
about 150 are entirely occupied by luxury resorts. The 
Maldivians are extremely aware of the transient na-
ture of the environment and by the same token the 
fragility of their islands. One of the most distress-
ing experiences that reminded them of this fact was 
the tsunami that swept through the Indian Ocean in 
2004. But the Maldivians had long known that their 
homes could come under such attack by the waves. 
This can sometimes result from the natural activity 
of monsoons, which cause the flooding of beaches 
during their annual cycle, or from a hurricane that 
pollutes the already scarce freshwater resources. In 
the past centuries, the Maldivian sultans introduced 
themselves to outsiders as rulers of a “kingdom that 
appears and disappears,” because the archipelago is-
lands constantly change size, become inundated, or 
re-emerge from the ocean. Among the peoples of the 
Indian Ocean basin, the Maldivians used to be known 
as the ocean nomads.

So how are ordinary Maldivians really planning 
to deal with rising sea levels? In the same way as they 
did before: whenever the island they lived on ceased 
to satisfy their needs for reasons related to changes in 
the environment, they would simply move to another 

Ksar Bounou, Morocco, 
deserted and buried by sand
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one. There are plenty of islands in the archipelago, 
once inhabited, that have since become abandoned, 
such as Kandholhudhoo, hard-hit by the tsunami, and 
Kunburudhoo. Moreover, some islands that are attrac-
tively located but were considered too small to justify 
the construction of a mosque, school, and healthcare 
center are now being artificially enlarged with sand 
and raised to withstand higher sea levels. Efforts of 
this sort can hardly be described as “climate refugee-
ism.” Economic issues play a decisive role here, and 
so do the possibilities of finding employment and, of 
course, the natural conditions on a given island (trees 
to provide shade and coconuts, reefs with plenty of 
edible fish, and so on).

What do the examples from 
North Africa and the Maldives 
teach us?
In our experience, it would be a mistake to see the 
inhabitants of the regions we study merely as pas-
sive victims. In our research, we have sought to shed 
light on the situation of the inhabitants of desert oasis 
communities, who may see their settlements buried 
by sand dunes and are affected by shortages of water 
not only for field irrigation but often also for drink-
ing, and remote islander communities, whose homes 
are gradually being inundated by the ocean. A sim-
ilar conclusion, however, could apply to many other 
regions of the world and types of local communities, 
which in our view should always be treated as active 
agents in the context of migration. This conclusion 

has very important practical implications, particu-
larly for the formulation of social policies, often fi-
nanced by foreign funds. Any decisions about impos-
ing measures aimed at improving the local situation 
of people and preventing the effects of climate change 
(including decisions on displacement) should be made 
together with the local communities. Otherwise, huge 
amounts of resources from governments and chari-
table organizations may be spent on “forced rescue,” 
while the real problems remain ignored. Importantly, 
temporary migration can also be a form of adapta-
tion that boosts the resilience of local communities, 
which is why such migration should be made legally 
possible.

What might this mean  
for Poland?
Poland is already affected by migrations related to 
environmental factors, including the effects of climate 
change. Perhaps they are not yet readily noticeable, 
but research should nonetheless be done to forecast 
possible migrations and take them into account in 
infrastructure plans. To put it bluntly, Poland has 
already experienced heat waves and droughts, and 
access to water may become increasingly difficult in 
the future. It is not out of the question that just a few 
decades from now, this may prompt people to migrate 
to regions with more water. Situations such as those in 
the Maldives and Morocco, where certain phenomena 
can already be observed, should be treated as a lesson 
and a warning. ■

Abandoned houses 
on Kunburudhoo, 
the Maldives
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