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1. Migration types
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232 million international migrants (IOM 2015: 2) 


740 million internal migrants (IOM 2015: 2)


Half of  all migrants are in ten countries. 


Australia, Canada, USA, France, Germany, Spain, 
United Kingdom, Russia, Saudi Arabia, & UAE  (IOM 2015: 2)


3 million people move to cities every week. 


(UN-Habitat 2009)
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We are witnessing an unprecedented era 

of  human mobility
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History is (in part) a story of  migration



Voluntary economic migration


Involuntary refugees and internally displaced people 
(IDPs) from conflict zones or repressive governments


Environmental migrants
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Migration—types
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Do you have any links (direct or indirect) to any of  these 
three forms of  international migration? 


If  so, any information you care to share? 


If  not, can you think of  ways migration may still affect 
you? 


Lecture question #1
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Northern America351

Migration in Northern America is dominated by migration into the region, primarily to the United States. As shown 
in Figure 29, nearly 59 million migrants were residing in Northern America from a variety of regions in 2020. This 
number has increased by around 3 million since 2015, when around 56 million migrants were living in the region. 
As of 2020, most of these migrants were from Latin America and the Caribbean (around 26 million), followed by 
Asia (18 million) and Europe (around 7 million). During the last 30 years, the number of migrants in Northern 
America has more than doubled in size, driven by emigration from Latin America and the Caribbean and Asia, 
as well as by economic growth and political stability in Northern America. The number of Northern American 
migrants living within the region or elsewhere was very small compared with the foreign-born population in the 
region. In contrast to regions such as Asia and Africa where intraregional migration is signi"cant, more Northern 
American-born migrants lived outside the region (around 3 million) than had moved elsewhere within the region 
(a little more than 1 million) in 2020.

Figure 29. Migrants to, within and from North America, 1990–2020
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Source:  UN DESA, 2021.
Note:  “Migrants to Northern America” refers to migrants residing in the region (i.e. Northern America) who were born in one of the 

other regions (e.g. Europe or Asia). “Migrants within Northern America” refers to migrants born in the region (i.e. Northern 
America) and residing outside their country of birth, but still within the Northern American region. “Migrants from Northern 
America” refers to people born in Northern America who were residing outside the region (e.g. in Europe or Africa). 
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Economic migration

It me!



Source: http://www.humanosphere.org/basics/2014/04/two-important-visuals-new-global-migration-data/
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Economic migration



Source: World Bank. 2016. Migration and Remittances Facebook 2016. Third Edition. Washington DC: World Bank.
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Remittances Compared With Other Resource Flows 

Remittances to Developing Countries Versus Other External Financing Flows. 

800 $ billion 
700 

Table 1. Resource flows to developing countries 
US$ billionss 

1990 2000 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015f 
Remittances 29 73 194 229 280 325 303 336 378 401 416 431 441 
FDI 19 125 284 361 480 541 385 529 630 583 671 662 
ODAt 53 54 108 105 105 123 121 129 135 127 135 135 
Private debt and 

443* portfolio equity 16 32 134 228 334 122 197 309 250 376 422 

t OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) online database (http://www.oecd.org/dac). 
* Estimated flow 

1. Remittances resulting from migration constitute reliable sources of foreign exchange earnings, and 
cushion households' income during bad times. Remittance inflows to developing countries are more 
than three times official development aid (aDA); and even bigger than foreign direct investment 
inflows once China is excluded. Remittances have been growing steadily, showing its resilience to 
global headwinds, while other types of capital flows to the developing economies sharply respond to 
fluctuations of interest rates in advanced economies or growth prospects in developing countries. 
2. Remittances are less volatile and more stable than all other external flows. De et al, (2015)1 find 
that remittances have been stable during episodes of financial volatility even when capital flows fell 
sharply. Therefore, remittances help counter-balance fluctuations caused by weakening of capital 
flows to developing countries. 
3. Small developing economies tend to show remittance dependency and need to upgrade their 
human capital to insulate themselves from external turbulence. For instance, remittances in 2014 
accounted for 42 percent of GOP in Tajikistan, 30 percent in Kyrgyz Republic, and 29 percent in Nepal. 

1 De,S., Islamaj, E., Kose, M.A., Ratha, D. and Yousefi, S.R., January 2015. "Can Remittances Help Promote 
Consumption Stability?" Global Economic Prospects 2015: 175-181. 
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dŽƉ�ĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ�ƐĞŶĚŝŶŐ�ƌĞŵŝƩĂŶĐĞƐ

ϮϬϬϱ ϮϬϭϬ ϮϬϭϱ ϮϬϭϳa

hŶŝƚĞĚ�^ƚĂƚĞƐ ϰϳ͘Ϯϱ hŶŝƚĞĚ�^ƚĂƚĞƐ ϱϬ͘ϳϴ hŶŝƚĞĚ�^ƚĂƚĞƐ ϲϭ͘ϴϲ hŶŝƚĞĚ�^ƚĂƚĞƐ ϲϳ͘ϵϲ

^ĂƵĚŝ��ƌĂďŝĂ ϭϰ͘ϯϬ ^ĂƵĚŝ��ƌĂďŝĂ Ϯϳ͘Ϭϳ hŶŝƚĞĚ��ƌĂď�
�ŵŝƌĂƚĞƐ ϰϬ͘ϯϯ hŶŝƚĞĚ��ƌĂď�

�ŵŝƌĂƚĞƐ ϰϰ͘ϯϳ

'ĞƌŵĂŶǇ ϭϮ͘ϳϭ ZƵƐƐŝĂŶ�
&ĞĚĞƌĂƟŽŶ Ϯϭ͘ϰϱ ^ĂƵĚŝ��ƌĂďŝĂ ϯϴ͘ϳϵ ^ĂƵĚŝ��ƌĂďŝĂ ϯϲ͘ϭϮ

^ǁŝƚǌĞƌůĂŶĚ ϭϬ͘ϱϮ ^ǁŝƚǌĞƌůĂŶĚ ϭϳ͘ϳϲ ^ǁŝƚǌĞƌůĂŶĚ Ϯϱ͘ϰϬ ^ǁŝƚǌĞƌůĂŶĚ Ϯϲ͘ϲϬ

hŶŝƚĞĚ�<ŝŶŐĚŽŵ ϵ͘ϲϰ 'ĞƌŵĂŶǇ ϭϰ͘ϲϴ �ŚŝŶĂ ϮϬ͘ϰϮ 'ĞƌŵĂŶǇ ϮϮ͘Ϭϵ

&ƌĂŶĐĞ ϵ͘ϰϴ /ƚĂůǇ ϭϮ͘ϴϵ ZƵƐƐŝĂŶ�
&ĞĚĞƌĂƟŽŶ ϭϵ͘ϲϵ ZƵƐƐŝĂŶ�

&ĞĚĞƌĂƟŽŶ ϮϬ͘ϲϭ

ZĞƉƵďůŝĐ�ŽĨ�<ŽƌĞĂ ϲ͘ϵ &ƌĂŶĐĞ ϭϮ͘Ϭϯ 'ĞƌŵĂŶǇ ϭϴ͘Ϭϯ �ŚŝŶĂ ϭϲ͘ϭϴ

ZƵƐƐŝĂŶ�
&ĞĚĞƌĂƟŽŶ� ϲ͘ϴϯ <ƵǁĂŝƚ ϭϭ͘ϴϲ <ƵǁĂŝƚ ϭϱ͘ϮϬ <ƵǁĂŝƚ ϭϯ͘ϳϲ

>ƵǆĞŵďŽƵƌŐ� ϲ͘ϳϬ >ƵǆĞŵďŽƵƌŐ ϭϬ͘ϲϱ &ƌĂŶĐĞ ϭϮ͘ϳϵ &ƌĂŶĐĞ ϭϯ͘ϱϬ

DĂůĂǇƐŝĂ� ϱ͘ϲϴ hŶŝƚĞĚ��ƌĂď�
�ŵŝƌĂƚĞƐ ϭϬ͘ϱϳ YĂƚĂƌ ϭϮ͘ϭϵ ZĞƉƵďůŝĐ�ŽĨ�

<ŽƌĞĂ ϭϮ͘ϴϵ

Source:  tŽƌůĚ��ĂŶŬ͕�Ŷ͘Ě͘ď͘�;ĂĐĐĞƐƐĞĚ�:ƵůǇ�ϮϬϭϵͿ͘�

Note:  �ůů�ŶƵŵďĞƌƐ�ĂƌĞ�ŝŶ�ĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ�;ŶŽŵŝŶĂůͿ�h^��ďŝůůŝŽŶ͘�

Ă�� dŚĞ� ůĂƚĞƐƚ� ĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞ� ĚĂƚĂ� Ăƚ� ƚŚĞ� ƟŵĞ� ŽĨ�ǁƌŝƟŶŐ�ǁĂƐ� ĨŽƌ� ϮϬϭϳ͘� �ƌĞĂŬĚŽǁŶƐ� ĨŽƌ� ĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ� ƐĞŶĚŝŶŐ� ƌĞŵŝƩĂŶĐĞƐ� ŝŶ� ϮϬϭϴ�ǁĞƌĞ�
ƵŶĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞ͘

IOM’s assisted voluntary return and reintegration programmes

/KD�ŚĂƐ�ŝŵƉůĞŵĞŶƚĞĚ�ĂƐƐŝƐƚĞĚ�ǀŽůƵŶƚĂƌǇ�ƌĞƚƵƌŶ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĞŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƟŽŶ�;�sZZͿ�ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞƐ�ƐŝŶĐĞ�ϭϵϳϵ͘�
/KD Ɛ͛��sZZ�ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ�ƚŽ�ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ�ĐŽŵƉƌŝƐĞƐ�Ă�ƌĂŶŐĞ�ŽĨ�ĂĐƟǀŝƟĞƐ͕�ĂŶĚ�ƚǇƉŝĐĂůůǇ�ŝŶĐůƵĚĞƐ͗�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶ�
ŽĨ�ƉƌĞͲĚĞƉĂƌƚƵƌĞ�ĐŽƵŶƐĞůůŝŶŐ͕�ƚŚĞ�ƉƵƌĐŚĂƐĞ�ŽĨ�ŇŝŐŚƚ�ƟĐŬĞƚƐ͕�ĂĚŵŝŶŝƐƚƌĂƟǀĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƚƌĂǀĞů�ĂƐƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ�ĂŶĚ͕�
ǁŚĞƌĞ�ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ͕�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƌĞŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ĂƐƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ͘

KŶ�ĂǀĞƌĂŐĞ͕�ĨƌŽŵ�ϮϬϬϱ�ƚŽ�ϮϬϭϰ͕�/KD�ĂƐƐŝƐƚĞĚ�ϯϰ͕ϬϬϬ�ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ�ƉĞƌ�ǇĞĂƌ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ��sZZ͘�/Ŷ�ůŝŶĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�
ƚŚĞ�ƌŝƐĞ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ǀŽůƵŵĞ�ŽĨ�ŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ŝŶ�ƌĞĐĞŶƚ�ǇĞĂƌƐ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶƵŵďĞƌ�ŽĨ�ƌĞƚƵƌŶƐ�ŚĂƐ�ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞĚ͘�/Ŷ�ϮϬϭϴ͕�
�sZZ� ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ� ǁĂƐ� ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞĚ� ƚŽ� ϲϯ͕ϯϭϲ� ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ� ƌĞƚƵƌŶŝŶŐ� ĨƌŽŵ� ϭϮϴ� ŚŽƐƚ� Žƌ� ƚƌĂŶƐŝƚ� ĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ� ƚŽ�
ϭϲϵ�ĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ�Žƌ�ƚĞƌƌŝƚŽƌŝĞƐ�ŽĨ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶ͘�,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ � ƚŚŝƐ�ĂŵŽƵŶƚƐ�ƚŽ�Ă�ϭϮ�ƉĞƌ�ĐĞŶƚ�ĚĞĐƌĞĂƐĞ�ĐŽŵƉĂƌĞĚ�



12

36 Migration and migrants: A global overview

contracted by an estimated 1.2 per cent, from USD 603 billion in 2014 to USD 595 billion in 2015, and by 
another 1.1 per cent from 2015 to 2016 (from USD 595 billion to USD 589 billion). Consistent with this trend, 
remittances to low- and middle-income countries (which account for the majority of the global total) had 
declined for two consecutive years, from 2014 to 2016 – a trend that had not been seen for three decades, 
according to the World Bank, before returning back to the positive long-term trend from 2016 to 2018 
(from USD 444 billion in 2016, to USD 483 billion in 2017, and USD 529 billion in 2018). Since the mid-
1990s, remittances have greatly surpassed official development assistance levels,34 defined as government aid 
designed to promote the economic development and welfare of developing countries.35 

In 2018, India, China, Mexico, the Philippines and Egypt were (in descending order) the top five remittance-
recipient countries, although India and China were well above the rest, with total inward remittances 
exceeding USD 67 billion for each country (see table 3). When remittances are viewed as a percentage of 
gross domestic product, however, the top five remittance-receiving countries in 2018 were Tonga (at 35.2%), 
followed by Kyrgyzstan (33.6%), Tajikistan (31%), Haiti (30.7%) and Nepal (28%). 

High-income countries are almost always the main source of remittances. For decades, the United States has 
consistently been the top remittance-sending country, with a total outflow of USD 67.96 billion in 2017, 
followed by the United Arab Emirates (USD 44.37 billion), Saudi Arabia (USD 36.12 billion) and Switzerland 
(USD 26.6 billion). The fifth-highest remittance-sending country in both 2016 and 2017 was Germany (with 
total outflows of USD 20.29 billion and 22.09 billion, respectively). In addition to its role as a top recipient, 
China (classified as an upper-middle-income country by the World Bank) has also been a significant, although 
declining, source of remittances, with USD 20.29 billion in 2016, down to USD 16.18 billion in 2017. Table 3 
provides further details and trends.36 

dĂďůĞ�ϯ͘�dŽƉ�ĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ�ƌĞĐĞŝǀŝŶŐͬƐĞŶĚŝŶŐ�ƌĞŵŝƩĂŶĐĞƐ�;ϮϬϬϱʹϮϬϭϴͿ�;ĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ�h^��ďŝůůŝŽŶƐͿ

dŽƉ�ĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ�ƌĞĐĞŝǀŝŶŐ�ƌĞŵŝƩĂŶĐĞƐ

ϮϬϬϱ ϮϬϭϬ ϮϬϭϱ ϮϬϭϴ

�ŚŝŶĂ Ϯϯ͘ϲϯ /ŶĚŝĂ ϱϯ͘ϰϴ /ŶĚŝĂ �ϲϴ͘ϵϭ� /ŶĚŝĂ ϳϴ͘ϲϭ

DĞǆŝĐŽ ϮϮ͘ϳϰ �ŚŝŶĂ ϱϮ͘ϰϲ �ŚŝŶĂ �ϲϯ͘ϵϰ� �ŚŝŶĂ ϲϳ͘ϰϭ

/ŶĚŝĂ ϮϮ͘ϭϯ DĞǆŝĐŽ ϮϮ͘Ϭϴ WŚŝůŝƉƉŝŶĞƐ �Ϯϵ͘ϴϬ� DĞǆŝĐŽ ϯϱ͘ϲϲ

EŝŐĞƌŝĂ ϭϰ͘ϲϰ WŚŝůŝƉƉŝŶĞƐ Ϯϭ͘ϱϲ DĞǆŝĐŽ �Ϯϲ͘Ϯϯ� WŚŝůŝƉƉŝŶĞƐ ϯϯ͘ϴϯ

&ƌĂŶĐĞ ϭϰ͘Ϯϭ &ƌĂŶĐĞ ϭϵ͘ϵϬ &ƌĂŶĐĞ �Ϯϰ͘Ϭϲ� �ŐǇƉƚ Ϯϴ͘ϵϮ

WŚŝůŝƉƉŝŶĞƐ ϭϯ͘ϳϯ EŝŐĞƌŝĂ ϭϵ͘ϳϱ EŝŐĞƌŝĂ �Ϯϭ͘ϭϲ� &ƌĂŶĐĞ Ϯϲ͘ϰϯ

�ĞůŐŝƵŵ ϲ͘ϴϵ 'ĞƌŵĂŶǇ ϭϮ͘ϳϵ WĂŬŝƐƚĂŶ �ϭϵ͘ϯϭ� EŝŐĞƌŝĂ Ϯϰ͘ϯϭ

'ĞƌŵĂŶǇ ϲ͘ϴϳ �ŐǇƉƚ ϭϮ͘ϰϱ �ŐǇƉƚ �ϭϴ͘ϯϯ� WĂŬŝƐƚĂŶ Ϯϭ͘Ϭϭ

^ƉĂŝŶ ϲ͘ϲϲ �ĂŶŐůĂĚĞƐŚ ϭϬ͘ϴϱ 'ĞƌŵĂŶǇ �ϭϱ͘ϴϭ� 'ĞƌŵĂŶǇ ϭϳ͘ϯϲ

WŽůĂŶĚ ϲ͘ϰϳ �ĞůŐŝƵŵ ϭϬ͘ϯϱ �ĂŶŐůĂĚĞƐŚ ϭϱ͘ϯϬ sŝĞƚ�EĂŵ ϭϱ͘ϵϯ

34� ^ĞĞ�tŽƌůĚ��ĂŶŬ͕�ϮϬϭϵ͕�ĨŽƌ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͘�
35� ^ĞĞ͕�ĨŽƌ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕�K���͕�Ŷ͘Ě͘Đ͕�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĂůƐŽ�ĐŽŶƚĂŝŶƐ�ĚĂƚĂ�ŽŶ�ŽĸĐŝĂů�ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ�ĂƐƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ͘�dŚĞƌĞ�ŝƐ�Ă�ŐƌŽǁŝŶŐ�ďŽĚǇ�ŽĨ�ǁŽƌŬ�ĞǆƉůŽƌŝŶŐ�

ƚŚĞ�ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚĂů͕�ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ŝŵƉĂĐƚƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƚƌĞŶĚ͘�
36� �ƌĞĂŬĚŽǁŶƐ�ĨŽƌ�ĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ�ƐĞŶĚŝŶŐ�ƌĞŵŝƩĂŶĐĞƐ�ŝŶ�ϮϬϭϴ�ǁĞƌĞ�ƵŶĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞ�Ăƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƟŵĞ�ŽĨ�ǁƌŝƟŶŐ͘
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Upsides of  economic/environmental migration?



Source: SBS (http://www.sbs.com.au/news/map/where-australias-immigrants-were-born-canberra) 15

http://www.sbs.com.au/news/map/where-australias-immigrants-were-born-canberra


Source: http://www.sbs.com.au/news/map/where-australias-immigrants-were-born-canberra 16

http://www.sbs.com.au/news/map/where-australias-immigrants-were-born-canberra


Source: Phillips et al. 2010. Migration to Australia since federation: A guide to the statistics 17

Migration�to�Australia�since�federation:�a�guide�to�the�statistics�

22�

Table�7:�Top�10�countries�of�birth�for�the�overseasͲborn�population�since�
1901�

�� 1901�Census� �� 1911�Census�

Birthplace� No.� %� Birthplace� No.� %�

1.�United�Kingdom�(b)� 495�074� 57.7� 1.�United�Kingdom�(b)� �451�288� 59.6�

2.�Ireland�(b)� 184�085� 21.5� 2.�Ireland�(b)� �139�434� 18.4�

3.�Germany� 38�352� 4.5� 3.�Germany� �32�990� 4.4�

4.�China� 29�907� 3.5� 4.�New�Zealand� �31�868� 4.2�

5.�New�Zealand� 25�788� 3.0� 5.�China� �20�775� 2.7�

6.�Sweden�&�Norway� 9�863� 1.2� 6.�Italy� �6�719� 0.9�

7.�India� 7�637� 0.9� 7.�India� �6�644� 0.9�

8.�USA� 7�448� 0.9� 8.�USA� �6�642� 0.9�

9.�Denmark� 6�281� 0.7� 9.�Denmark� �5�663� 0.7�

10.Italy� 5�678� 0.7� 10.�Sweden�&�Norway� �5�586� 0.7�

Top�ten�total� 810�113� 94.5� Top�ten�total� �707�609� 93.5�

Other� 47�463� 5.5� Other� �49�256� 6.5�

Total�overseas�born� 857�576� 100� Total�overseas�born� �756�865� 100.0�

Total�population�(a)� 3�788�123� �� Total�population�(a)� 4�455�005� ��

%�of�Australian�born�overseas� 22.6� %�of�Australian�born�overseas� 17.0�

�

�� 1921�Census� �� 1933�Census�

Birthplace� No.� %� Birthplace� No.� %�

1.�United�Kingdom�(b)� �568�370� 67.7� 1.�United�Kingdom�(b)� �633�806� 70.2�

2.�Ireland�(b)� �105�033� 12.5� 2.�Ireland�(b)� �78�652� 8.7�

3.�New�Zealand� �38�611� 4.6� 3.�New�Zealand� �45�963� 5.1�

4.�Germany� �22�396� 2.7� 4.�Italy� �26�756� 3.0�

5.�China� �15�224� 1.8� 5.�Germany� �16�842� 1.9�

6.�Italy� �8�135� 1.0� 6.�China� �8�579� 0.9�

7.�India� �6�918� 0.8� 7.�Greece� �8�337� 0.9�

8.�USA� �6�604� 0.8� 8.�India� �6�774� 0.7�

9.�Denmark� �6�002� 0.7� 9.�South�Africa� �6�179� 0.7�

10.�South�Africa� �5�408� 0.6� 10.�USA� �6�066� 0.7�

Top�ten�total� �782�701� 93.2� Top�ten�total� �837�954� 92.8�

Other� �56�878� 6.8� Other� �65�319� 7.2�

Total�overseas�born� �839�579� 100.0� Total�overseas�born� �903�273� 100.0�

Total�population�(a)� 5�455�136� �� Total�population�(a)� 6�629�836� ��

%�of�Australian�born�overseas� 15.4� %�of�Australian�born�overseas� 13.6�

�

�

�

Migration�to�Australia�since�federation:�a�guide�to�the�statistics�
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�� 1981�Census� �� 1991�Census�

Birthplace� No.� % Birthplace� No.� %�

1.�United�Kingdom�(b)� 1�086�625� 36.5� 1.�United�Kingdom�(b)� 1�107�119� 30.0�

2.�Italy� �275�883� 9.3� 2.�New�Zealand� �264�094� 7.2�

3.�New�Zealand� �176�713� 5.9� 3.�Italy� �253�332� 6.9�

4.�Yugoslavia� �149�335� 5.0� 4.�Yugoslavia� �160�479� 4.4�

5.�Greece� �146�625� 4.9� 5.�Greece� �136�028� 3.7�

6.�Germany� �110�758� 3.7� 6.�Viet�Nam� �121�813� 3.3�

7.�Netherlands� �96�044� 3.2� 7.�Germany� �111�975� 3.0�

8.�Poland� �59�441� 2.0� 8.�Netherlands� �94�692� 2.6�

9.�Malta� �57�001� 1.9� 9.�China� �77�799� 2.1�

10.�Lebanon� �49�623� 1.7� 10.�Philippines� �73�144� 2.0�

Top�ten�total� 2�208�048� 74.2� Top�ten�total� 2�400�475� 65.1�

Other� �765�786� 25.8� Other� 1�288�653� 34.9�

Total�overseas�born� 2�973�834� 100.0� Total�overseas�born� 3�689�128� 100.0�

Total�population�(b)�(c)� 17�752�824� �� Total�population�(c)�(d)� 16�770�635� ��

%�of�Australian�born�overseas� 16.8� %�of�Australian�born�overseas� 22.0�

�

�� 2001�Census� �� 2006�Census�

Birthplace� No.� % Birthplace� No.� %�

1.�United�Kingdom�(b)� 1�036�261� 25.2� 1.�United�Kingdom�(b)� 1�038�162� 23.5�

2.�New�Zealand� �355�762� 8.7� 2.�New�Zealand� 389�467� 8.8�

3.�Italy� �218�722� 5.3� 3.�China� 206�593� 4.7�

4.�Viet�Nam� �154�818� 3.8� 4.�Italy� 199�124� 4.5�

5.�China� �142�807� 3.5� 5.�Viet�Nam� 159�848� 3.6�

6.�Greece� �116�431� 2.8� 6.�India� 147�111� 3.3�

7.�Germany� �108�214� 2.6� 7.�Philippines� 120�534� 2.7�

8.�Philippines� �103�915� 2.5� 8.�Greece� 109�989� 2.5�

9.�India� �95�445� 2.3� 9.�Germany� 106�528� 2.4�

10.�Netherlands� �83�290� 2.0� 10.�South�Africa� 104�132� 2.4�

Top�ten�total� 2�415�665� 58.8� Top�ten�total� 2�581�488� 58.5�

Other� 1�689�803� 41.2� Other� 1�834�548� 41.5�

Total�overseas�born� 4�105�468� 100.0� Total�overseas�born� 4�416�036� 100.0�

Total�population�(c)�(d)� 18�769�249� �� Total�population�(b)�(c)� 19�855�288� ��

%�of�Australian�born�overseas� 21.9� %�of�Australian�born�overseas� 22.2�

�
(a)�Excludes�fullͲblood�Indigenous�persons�
(b)�Prior�to�the�1954�Census�persons�born�in�the�Republic�of�Ireland�and�Northern�Ireland�are�recorded�together�under�
Ireland�
(c)�Excludes�overseas�visitors�
(d)�Includes�birthplace�not�stated��

Sources:�ABS,�Australian�Historical�Population�Statistics,�cat�no.�3105.0.65.001,�2008.��
ABS,�Census�of�Population�and�Housing,�1971,�1981,�2001,�2006.��
DIAC,�Immigration:�Federation�to�Century's�End�1901–2000,�October�2001�

Top 10 countries of  birth 

for overseas-born population



18Source: International Organisation for Migration (https://www.migrationdataportal.org/international-data?i=stock_abs_origin&t=2020&cm49=36)



19Image source: Daily Mail (https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-10570359/Young-girl-looks-Polish-refugee-camp-one-875-000-escaped-Ukrainians.html)

1. Migration types
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World Refugee Day, 20 June



21Image source: Foreign Affairs (https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/americas/2019-10-15/nowhere-go)

2. Migration trends

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/americas/2019-10-15/nowhere-go
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Snapshot of international migrants

dŚĞ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƟŽŶĂů�ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ�ƉŽƉƵůĂƟŽŶ�ŐůŽďĂůůǇ�ŚĂƐ�ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƐŝǌĞ�ďƵƚ�ƌĞŵĂŝŶĞĚ� 
ƌĞůĂƟǀĞůǇ�ƐƚĂďůĞ�ĂƐ�Ă�ƉƌŽƉŽƌƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ǁŽƌůĚ Ɛ͛�ƉŽƉƵůĂƟŽŶ
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52% ŽĨ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƟŽŶĂů�ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ�ĂƌĞ male, 48% are female

DŽƐƚ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƟŽŶĂů�ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ�;ϳϰйͿ�ĂƌĞ�ŽĨ�ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ�ĂŐĞ�;ϮϬ–ϲϰ�ǇĞĂƌƐͿ

Ύ�ŐĞ�ŐƌŽƵƉƐ�ĂďŽǀĞ�ϳϱ�ǇĞĂƌƐ�ǁĞƌĞ�ŽŵŝƩĞĚ�;ŵĂůĞ�ϰй͕�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ϲйͿ͘
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dŚĞ�ƉƌŽƉŽƌƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƟŽŶĂů�ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ�ǀĂƌŝĞƐ�ƐŝŐŶŝĮĐĂŶƚůǇ�ĂƌŽƵŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ǁŽƌůĚ

CCanada 21.3%

Sweden 20.0%

Qatar 78.7%

Singapore 37.1%
South Africa 7.2%

Note: dŚŝƐ�ŵĂƉ�ŝƐ�ĨŽƌ�ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƟŽŶ�ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞƐ�ŽŶůǇ͘�dŚĞ�ďŽƵŶĚĂƌŝĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŶĂŵĞƐ�ƐŚŽǁŶ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĚĞƐŝŐŶĂƟŽŶƐ�ƵƐĞĚ�ŽŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŵĂƉ�
ĚŽ�ŶŽƚ�ŝŵƉůǇ�ŽĸĐŝĂů�ĞŶĚŽƌƐĞŵĞŶƚ�Žƌ�ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂŶĐĞ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�/ŶƚĞƌŶĂƟŽŶĂů�KƌŐĂŶŝǌĂƟŽŶ�ĨŽƌ�DŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ͘

ϮϳϮ�ŵŝůůŝŽŶ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƟŽŶĂů�ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ�ŝŶ�ϮϬϭϵ�ŽƵƚ�ŽĨ�Ă�ŐůŽďĂů�ƉŽƉƵůĂƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�ϳ͘ϳ�ďŝůůŝŽŶ͗� 
ϭ�ŝŶ�ĞǀĞƌǇ�ϯϬ�ƉĞŽƉůĞ�

Note:  /ŶĨŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĐƐ�ďĂƐĞĚ�ŽŶ�hE���^�͕�ϮϬϭϵĂ�ĂŶĚ�hE���^�͕�ϮϬϭϵĐ͘

WORLD MIGRATION 
REPORT 2020 



24

23WORLD MIGRATION REPORT 2020
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Sweden 20.0%

Qatar 78.7%

Singapore 37.1%
South Africa 7.2%
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ĚŽ�ŶŽƚ�ŝŵƉůǇ�ŽĸĐŝĂů�ĞŶĚŽƌƐĞŵĞŶƚ�Žƌ�ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂŶĐĞ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�/ŶƚĞƌŶĂƟŽŶĂů�KƌŐĂŶŝǌĂƟŽŶ�ĨŽƌ�DŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ͘

ϮϳϮ�ŵŝůůŝŽŶ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƟŽŶĂů�ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ�ŝŶ�ϮϬϭϵ�ŽƵƚ�ŽĨ�Ă�ŐůŽďĂů�ƉŽƉƵůĂƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�ϳ͘ϳ�ďŝůůŝŽŶ͗� 
ϭ�ŝŶ�ĞǀĞƌǇ�ϯϬ�ƉĞŽƉůĞ�

Note:  /ŶĨŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĐƐ�ďĂƐĞĚ�ŽŶ�hE���^�͕�ϮϬϭϵĂ�ĂŶĚ�hE���^�͕�ϮϬϭϵĐ͘
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With nearly 18 million people living abroad, India has the largest emigrant population in the world, making it 
the top origin country globally. Mexico is the second most signi!cant origin country at around 11 million. The 
Russian Federation is the third largest origin country, followed closely by China (around 10.8 million and 10 million 
respectively). The !fth most signi!cant origin country is the Syrian Arab Republic, with over 8 million people living 
abroad, mainly as refugees due to large-scale displacement over the last decade (see discussion in the refugee 
section below). The panel on the right in Figure 2 features the top 20 origins of migrants in 2020.

Figure 2. Top 20 destinations (left) and origins (right) of international migrants in 2020 (millions)
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Figure 11. Geographic distribution of migrant workers by sex (millions), 2019
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Source:  ILO, 2021.
Note:  The !gure re"ects ILO geographic regions and subregions, and does not imply o#cial endorsement or acceptance by 

IOM. Please see annex A of ILO, 2021 for more information on regional breakdowns. Please note that the rest of this 
chapter refers to the UN DESA geographical regions. 

IOM’s assisted voluntary return and reintegration programmes

IOM has implemented assisted voluntary return and reintegration (AVRR) programmes since 1979. IOM’s 
AVRR support to migrants comprises a range of activities and typically includes: the provision of pre-
departure counselling, the purchase of "ight tickets, administrative and travel assistance and, where possible, 
the provision of reintegration assistance.

On average, from 2005 to 2014, IOM assisted 34,000 migrants per year with AVRR. In line with the rise in 
the volume of migration in recent years, the number of returns has also increased (up until COVID-19). In 
2019, AVRR support was provided to 64,958 migrants returning from 136 host or transit countries to 164 
countries or territories of origin. However, this declined dramatically in 2020 due to COVID-19. Throughout 
2020, AVRR support was provided to 42,181 (15,149 in Q1, 2,588 in Q2, 10,521 in Q3 and 13,923 in Q4) 
migrants returning from 139 (88 in Q1, 41 in Q2, 84 in Q3 and 122 in Q4) host or transit countries or 
territories to 150 (136 in Q1, 70 in Q2, 110 in Q3 and 132 in Q4) countries or territories of origin.

Sources: IOM, 2020d; IOM, 2020e; IOM, 2002f.
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As shown in Figure 20, in previous years, annual new disaster displacements outnumbered new displacements 
associated with con!ict and violence. IDMC notes, however, that a signi"cant portion of the global total of new 
displacements by disasters is usually associated with short-term evacuations in a relatively safe and orderly manner.

Figure 20. New internal displacements due to con!ict and disasters, 2010–2020 (millions)
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Source:  IDMC, n.d. (accessed May 2021).
Notes:  The term “new displacements” refers to the number of displacement movements that occurred in a given year, 

not the total accumulated stock of IDPs resulting from displacement over time. New displacement "gures include 
individuals who have been displaced more than once, and do not correspond to the number of people displaced 
during a given year.
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In any given year, many more people are newly displaced by disasters than those newly displaced by con!ict and 
violence, and many more countries are a"ected by disaster displacement. This is apparent when examining the 
number of countries and territories in which new displacements occurred in 2020: 144 for disasters, compared 
with 42 for con!ict and violence (see Figure 19). As in previous years, weather-related disasters triggered the vast 
majority (30 million) of all new displacements, with storms accounting for 14.6 million displacements and !oods 
for 14.1 million. 

Figure 19. Con!ict displacements (top) and disaster displacements (bottom) in 2020 by location 

Source:  IDMC, 2021.
Note: This map is for illustration purposes only. The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not 

imply o#cial endorsement or acceptance by the International Organization for Migration.
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Across six years of data collection, 2020 recorded the lowest total (around 3,900), compared with the previous 
almost 5,400 recorded in 2019 (see Figure 6). The decrease in deaths between 2019 and 2020 re!ects, in part, 
the mobility restrictions imposed because of the COVID-19 pandemic. It is likely that 2021 will also record a 
reduced number of deaths overall, with travel restrictions continuing globally. In total, between 2014 and 2020, the 
Mediterranean Sea has seen the highest number of deaths, claiming the lives of over 21,200 people. In 2020, the 
Mediterranean continued to be the place with the highest known number of deaths during migration, recording 
over 1,460 fatalities. Following the trend observed over the previous six years, there was a higher proportion of 
deaths on the “Central Mediterranean route”.18 

Figure 6. Migrant deaths by region, 2014–2020
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Source:  IOM, n.d. (accessed 20 September 2021).
Note:  Data include recorded deaths as well as those reported as missing. See the Missing Migrants Project webpage for details 

of methodology and geographic regions (https://missingmigrants.iom.int/).

The Missing Migrants Project faces notable challenges in its data collection. For instance, most recorded deaths are 
of people travelling via clandestine routes, which are often at sea or in remote areas (to evade detection), meaning 
remains are often not found. Few o"cial sources collect and make data on migrant deaths publicly available. Relying 
on testimonies of fellow migrants and media sources can be problematic due to inaccuracies and incomplete 
coverage. Nevertheless, the project sheds light on a previously under-researched and neglected topic, highlighting 
the need to address this ongoing tragic issue, including in the context of the implementation of the Global Compact 
for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration.

18 Ibid. 
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Figure 7. COVID-19-related travel controls: international and internal,  
January 2020–June 2021, all countries
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19-related restrictions only and do not re!ect other travel restrictions that may also be in place, such as those related to 
visa restrictions, entry bans based on citizenship, departure/exit restrictions and internal movement restrictions.

The di"erences in the evolution of the restrictions can be seen in Figure 7, which shows that COVID-19-related 
international travel restrictions of some sort remained in place in all countries globally one year after the World 
Health Organization’s (WHO) declaration of the pandemic on 10 March 2020.24 In contrast, internal restrictions 
declined over time. That said, there are three key points to highlight from these data:

• While there are international travel restrictions of some sort in all countries, there is a mix of screening, 
quarantine and bans (total/speci#c); 

• More than half of all countries had travel bans in place (total or speci#c) one year after the pandemic commenced; 
and

• More than a third of all countries had internal travel restrictions in place one year after the pandemic commenced.

24 WHO, 2020.
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Figure 9. Air passengers carried globally, 1945–2020
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   Source: ICAO, 2021.

Overall, we can see that COVID-19 has had a major impact on travel, and therefore on migration, with the 
restrictions remaining in place longer than many had anticipated, caused in part by the challenges posed by emerging 
virus strains and rolling “waves” of infections. The long-term impacts are yet to be fully understood, but the analysis 
outlined in Chapter 5 points to the transformation of migration and mobility in several keys areas.

COVID-19 and stranded migrants

The mobility restrictions put in place during COVID-19 resulted in major problems for some migrants and 
exacerbated existing vulnerabilities. The border closures stranded thousands of migrants, including seasonal 
workers, temporary residence holders, international students, migrants travelling for medical treatment, 
bene!ciaries of assisted voluntary return and reintegration, seafarers and others. 

By mid-2020, the pandemic-related restrictions had stranded nearly 3 million people outside of their home 
countries, most of whom were frequent travellers such as migrant workers, students and tourists. Many of 
these travellers were left without consular services, including help with their legal status in the country, and 
some were without enough money to provide food and shelter. The majority were in the Middle East and 
North Africa (around 1.3 million), followed by Asia and the Paci!c (around 977,000).

The speci!c issues faced by these migrants di"ered substantially, as did their situations, but in general, challenges 
fell into two categories. First were movement-related issues. These related to immobility that resulted from 
the emergency restrictions on transportation and movements. Other signi!cant challenges were the costs 
and logistics involved in returning home. Moreover, the lack of collaboration between countries of origin, 
destination and transit further exacerbated movement issues.

Second were the vulnerabilities connected with the migratory status of migrants. Status can preclude the 
possibility of government support, which exposed people to, or placed them at risk of, extreme poverty. Other 
vulnerabilities included xenophobia and stigmatization, the stranding of people at sea, and increased health risks 
for those living in overcrowded shelters and/or those unable to access COVID-19 vaccination programmes.

Sources: IOM, 2020c; Benton et al., 2021.



33Image source: Foreign Affairs (https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/americas/2019-10-15/nowhere-go)

2. Migration trends

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/americas/2019-10-15/nowhere-go
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Image source: Voice of  America 

(https://www.voanews.com/covid-19-pandemic/lack-virus-testing-stokes-fears-worlds-refugee-camps#&gid=1&pid=1)

3. Forced migration—refugees & IDPs

https://www.voanews.com/covid-19-pandemic/lack-virus-testing-stokes-fears-worlds-refugee-camps#&gid=1&pid=1


The 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of  
Refugees defines a refugee as a person who, “owing to a 
well-founded fear of  being persecuted for reasons of  
race, religion, nationality, membership of  a particular 
social group or political opinion, is outside the country 
of  his [or her] nationality.” 
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Who is a refugee?



1. Voluntary repatriation


2. Local integration


3. Third-country resettlement
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Durable solutions for refugees



37
Source: SBS (https://www.sbs.com.au/news/dozens-of-refugees-flown-from-australia-and-png-to-us-despite-coronavirus-travel-bans)

https://www.sbs.com.au/news/dozens-of-refugees-flown-from-australia-and-png-to-us-despite-coronavirus-travel-bans
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HeinOnline -- 13 Int'l J. Refugee L. 533 (2001)



39Source: UNHCR (https://www.unhcr.org/en-au/figures-at-a-glance.html)

https://www.unhcr.org/en-au/figures-at-a-glance.html


Developing countries host 21 million refugees (2020)


Least-developed countries (LDCs) host 3.6 million (25% in 2015)

Country Number of  refugees hosted (2020)

Turkey 3.7 million

Colombia 1.7 million

Pakistan 1.4 million

Uganda 1.4 million

Germany 1.2 million

40Source: UNHCR

Top refugee hosts



In 2020 more than 2/3rds of  all refugees come from just five countries. 

Country Number of  refugees

Syria 6.7 million

Venezuela 4 million

Afghanistan 2.6 million

S. Sudan 2.2 million

Myanmar 1.1 million
41Source: UNHCR

Top origin states



Source: World Bank. 2016. Migration and Remittances Facebook 2016. Third Edition. Washington DC: World Bank.

Refugees as a Share of World Population 
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Source: UNHCR. Data on asylum seekers are available since the year 2000; chart does not include the 5.1 million 
Palestinian refugees (2014) UNRWA provides with assistance and protection. 

Stock of Refugees in Europe 
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Source: UNHCR. Data on asylum seekers are available since the year 2000; chart does not include the 5.1 million 
Palestinian refugees (2014) UNRWA provides with assistance and protection. 
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Data source: UNHCR Statistics (http://
popstats.unhcr.org/en/time_series) 43

Worldwide refugee flows

http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/time_series
http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/time_series
http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/time_series


Data source: UNHCR Statistics (http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/time_series) 44

Refugees in Australia

http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/time_series
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46 Migration and migrants: A global overview

Figure 15. Number of refugees by top !ve countries of origin, 2005–2020 (millions)
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Source:  UNHCR, n.d.a (accessed 23 June 2021). 
Note:  South Sudan became a country in 2011.

Consistent with the previous years, more than half of all refugees resided in 10 countries. In 2020, for the !fth 
consecutive year, Turkey was the largest host country in the world, with over 3.6 million refugees, mainly Syrians. 
Re"ecting the signi!cant share of Syrians in the global refugee population, the bordering country of Lebanon also 
featured among the top 10. Pakistan and the Islamic Republic of Iran were also among the top 10 refugee-hosting 
countries, as the two principal hosts of refugees from Afghanistan, the second  largest origin country. Uganda, 
Germany, the Sudan, Bangladesh and Ethiopia comprised the rest. The vast majority (73%) of refugees were hosted 
in neighbouring countries. According to UNHCR, the least developed countries – such as Bangladesh, Chad, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ethiopia, Rwanda, South Sudan, the Sudan, the United Republic of Tanzania, 
Uganda and Yemen – hosted 27 per cent of the global total (6.7 million refugees). 

Figure 16. Number of refugees by top !ve host countries as of 2020 (millions) 
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During 2018, over 590,000 refugees returned to their countries of origin – a decrease compared with the 
667,400 returned refugees in 2017 – while the global refugee population has continued to increase. The 
majority of returns (210,900) were to the Syrian Arab Republic, primarily from Turkey. 

While there are many challenges to measuring those benefiting from local integration, UNHCR estimates that, 
in 2018, 27 countries reported at least one naturalized refugee (compared with 28 countries in 2017), with 
a total of 62,600 naturalized refugees for the year (a decrease from the 73,400 newly naturalized refugees in 
2017, but a significant increase compared with the 23,000 reported in 2016). Turkey, which naturalized an 
estimated 29,000 refugees from the Syrian Arab Republic in 2018 (compared with 50,000 in 2017), represents 
the greatest proportion, with Canada, the Netherlands, Guinea-Bissau and France contributing the bulk of 
the rest.

The traditional resettlement countries of Canada, the United States of America and Australia continued to 
conduct the majority of the world’s refugee resettlements. In 2018, approximately 92,400 refugees were 
admitted for resettlement globally, representing more than a 10 per cent decrease from 2017 (102,800). 
Syrian, Congolese and Eritrean refugees were the key beneficiaries. Figure 10 provides an overview of 
resettlement statistics for key countries from 2005 to 2018. With almost 23,000 resettled refugees in 2018, 
it was the first time since 1980 that the United States of America was not the top resettlement country.41 
The significant decline in the number of refugees resettled in the country was due to a substantial lowering 
of the refugee admission ceiling (the number of refugees admitted for resettlement each fiscal year) and 
enhanced security screening for refugees from “high-risk” countries, which has had the effect of decreasing 
the number of refugee admissions from these countries.42 With a steady increase in the number of resettled 
refugees over the last decade, Canada became the top resettlement country in 2018, with slightly more than 
28,000 resettled refugees.

41� ZĂĚĨŽƌĚ�ĂŶĚ��ŽŶŶŽƌ͕ �ϮϬϭϵ͘�
42� hŶŝƚĞĚ�^ƚĂƚĞƐ��ĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�,ŽŵĞůĂŶĚ�^ĞĐƵƌŝƚǇ͕ �ϮϬϭϴ͖�ĂŶĚ��ůŝǌǌĂƌĚ�ĂŶĚ��ĂƚĂůŽǀĂ͕�ϮϬϭϵ͘�



In 2015, 1,046,599 people traveled to Europe through various transit 
routes across Africa, Asia or the Middle East.

47Source: UNHCR



Source:International Organization for Migration (http://missingmigrants.iom.int/) 48

Recorded deaths by month, 2014-22 

http://missingmigrants.iom.int/


49Source: Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Annual_asylum_statistics#First-time_applicants:_535_000_in_2021)

First-time EU asylum applicants
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Asylum application decisions, 2018
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In 2014, Bulgaria built a 30km border fence along its 
Greek and Turkish borders
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“IDPs stay within their own country and remain under the 
protection of  its government, even if  that government is the 
reason for their displacement. They often move to areas where it 
is difficult for us to deliver humanitarian assistance and as a result, 
these people are among the most vulnerable in the world.”


Source: UNHCR (https://www.unhcr.org/internally-displaced-people.html)
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Who is an internally displaced person?

https://www.unhcr.org/internally-displaced-people.html
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“At the end of  2020, some 48 million people were 
internally displaced due to armed conflict, 
generalized violence or human rights violation.”


Quote source: UNHCR (https://www.unhcr.org/internally-displaced-people.html)

Image source: Brookings (https://www.brookings.edu/research/off-to-a-shaky-start-ukrainian-government-responses-to-internally-displaced-persons/)

https://www.unhcr.org/internally-displaced-people.html
https://www.brookings.edu/research/off-to-a-shaky-start-ukrainian-government-responses-to-internally-displaced-persons/
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Source: Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (internal-displacement.org/global-displacement-map) 

http://internal-displacement.org/global-displacement-map


56Source: Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (https://www.internal-displacement.org/database/displacement-data) 

https://www.internal-displacement.org/database/displacement-data


57Source: Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (https://www.internal-displacement.org/database/displacement-data) 

https://www.internal-displacement.org/database/displacement-data
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Image source: Voice of  America 

(https://www.voanews.com/covid-19-pandemic/lack-virus-testing-stokes-fears-worlds-refugee-camps#&gid=1&pid=1)

3. Forced migration—refugees & IDPs

https://www.voanews.com/covid-19-pandemic/lack-virus-testing-stokes-fears-worlds-refugee-camps#&gid=1&pid=1
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Image source: TIME magazine (https://time.com/4063972/refugee-crisis-massimo-sestini/)

4. Forced migration—Environmental refugees

https://time.com/4063972/refugee-crisis-massimo-sestini/


“[T]hose people who have been forced to leave their 
traditional habitat, temporarily or permanently, because of  a 
marked environmental disruption (natural and/or triggered 
by people) that jeopardised their existence and/or seriously 
affected their quality of  life.” (El-Hinnawi 1985 quoted in Swain 1996: 964-5)
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Environmental refugees—definition
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Image source: https://www.unhcr.org/ph/international-conventions-human-rights-treaties

The 1951 Refugee Convention does not recognise 
environmental factors when defining a refugee



Do nothing and accept costs (Loyalty)


Stay and mitigate changes (Voice)


Leave (Exit)

62

Ways people can cope with a challenge 

(Hirshman 1970)
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Image source: https://suggestedreads.com/best-choose-your-own-adventure-books/
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Do nothing and accept costs
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Stay and mitigate changes
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Lower Ninth Ward, New Orleans
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Source: NASA (https://firms2.modaps.eosdis.nasa.gov/map/#d:24hrs;@51.6,1.2,3z)

Satellite-detected fires, 28-9 March 2022

https://firms2.modaps.eosdis.nasa.gov/map/#d:24hrs;@51.6,1.2,3z
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Leave
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Source: International Organization for Migration (http://missingmigrants.iom.int/migrant-routes-mediterranean-27-april-2016)

http://missingmigrants.iom.int/migrant-routes-mediterranean-27-april-2016
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Since 2011, 540,000 West and 
143,000 North Africans have 
sought asylum in Europe. Of 
550,000 decisions made, 
73% of West and 79% of 
North African asylum 
applications were rejected. 

Decisions on asylum applications lodged since 2011

Senegal   16,450
Côte d’Ivoire   19,870

Morocco   26,530
Ghana   23,935

The Gambia   29,125
Mali   27,240

Guinea   32,455
Nigeria   93,910 28,130

7,185
8,670

2,455
8,325

11,360
15,485

13,895

Rejected Positive

Although European and African efforts to reduce irregular 
migration have successfully lowered overall numbers entering 
Europe, some migrants are transiting increasingly hazardous 
smuggling routes across the Sahara Desert and 
Mediterranean Sea, risking human rights abuses and 

indefinite detention. The UN’s voluntary humanitarian return 
program assisted over 19,000 migrants to return to their 
home countries from Libya in 2017, up from around 3,000 
assisted migrant returns from Libya in 2016. An estimated 
400,000–700,000 migrants live in detention in Libya.

Names and boundary representation are not necessarily authoritative February 15, 2018 - U1715 STATE (HIU)

Unclassified
Irregular Migration from West and North Africa to Europe

Dangerous Routes, Decreasing Numbers

Sources: Eurostat, IOM, UNHCR, press reporting

HUMANITARIAN  INFORMATION  UNIT

U.S. Department of State
hiu_info@state.gov
https://hiu.state.gov
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Image source: TIME magazine (https://time.com/4063972/refugee-crisis-massimo-sestini/)

4. Forced migration—Environmental refugees

https://time.com/4063972/refugee-crisis-massimo-sestini/
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Image source: Library of  Congress (https://www.irishtimes.com/blogs/generationemigration/2011/11/02/traditions-of-emigration-the-irish-habit-of-going-away/)

5. Why do people migrate?

https://www.irishtimes.com/blogs/generationemigration/2011/11/02/traditions-of-emigration-the-irish-habit-of-going-away/


• Limited job opportunities reduce opportunity costs 
and up expected utility for moving


• Colonialism and slavery


• Lack of  safety or services


• Political repression or limited voice


• Environmental uncertainty/damage


• Swain (1996) argues that push factors dominate 
environmental migrants’ decision to leave.
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Push factors
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Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn (1918-2008) 
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• Economic opportunity including employment


• Political openness and stability


• Better services and security


• Less environmental instability
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Pull factors



Cultural, linguistic, or legal ties due to historical 
movements as a result of  path dependency or policy.
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Network effects



Armenian-Americans ~483,366 people in 2010


• 166,498 in Los Angeles area


• Crucial in US Congress fight to recognise Armenian 
genocide


Tamil-Canadians ~145,000 up from 2,000 in 1983


• Focused in Toronto area


• Crucial in funding long-running civil conflict
80

Examples of  network effects
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Table 1. Human development, fragility and passport rankings for selected countries

  Country (in HDI rank order) 
Human Development  

Index 2019
Passport  

Index 2021
Fragile States  
Index 2020

Rank Rank Rank

Ve
ry

 H
igh

 H
um

an
 

D
ev

el
op

m
en

t

Norway 1 8 177

Germany 6 3 166

Australia 8 9 169

Singapore 11 2 162

Canada 16 9 171

United States 17 7 149

France 26 6 160

Italy 29 4 143

Malaysia 62 12 120

H
igh

 H
um

an
 D

ev
el

op
m

en
t Sri Lanka 72 99 52

Mexico 74 23 98

Thailand 79 65 82

Tunisia 95 72 95

Lebanon 92 100 40

Libya 105 101 20

Indonesia 107 72 96

Egypt 116 90 35

M
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m
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um

an
 

D
ev

el
op

m
en

t

Kyrgyzstan 120 79 73

Iraq 123 109 17

Morocco 121 78 80

India 131 84 68

Bangladesh 133 100 39

Cambodia 144 88 55

Kenya 143 72 29

Pakistan 154 107 25

Lo
w

 H
um

an
 

D
ev

el
op

m
en

t

Uganda 159 75 24

Sudan 170 100 8

Haiti 170 92 13

Afghanistan 169 110 9

Ethiopia 173 96 21

Yemen 179 106 1

Eritrea 180 98 18

A number 1 ranking means: Very high human 
development

Most mobile passport 
citizenship Most fragile country

The lowest ranking means: Low human development Least mobile passport 
citizenship Least fragile country

Sources:  UNDP, Human Development Index 2019 (Human Development Report 2020); Henley & Partners, Passport Index 2021 (The 
Henley Passport Index 2021, Q2); The Fund for Peace Fragile States Index 2020.

Note: Data were the latest available at the time of writing.
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196 International migration as a stepladder of opportunity: What do the global data actually show?

We also know, however, that nationality alone does not account for evolving migration patterns, as visa and mobility 
policy settings are one (albeit important) factor in explaining who migrates and where people migrate over time. 
Within the context of the broader discussions on migration drivers and the development of discernible migration 
patterns over recent years and decades, models to explain migration, as shown in Figure 2, seek to account for 
both structural aspects and migrants’ agency.

Figure 2. A model of the mechanisms that produce migration

Desire for
change
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Source: Carling, 2017.

Importantly, this model recognizes that a desire for change does not necessarily result in a desire to migrate, and 
that where it does exist, a desire to migrate does not necessarily result in migration – the existence of migration 
infrastructure21 (or lack thereof) is an important factor in migration outcomes, with migration infrastructure de!ned 
as diverse human and non-human elements that enable and shape migration (e.g. migration “agents” operating 
commercially, including smugglers; regulatory regimes and policy frameworks; technological aspects such as ICT and 
transport; and transnational social networks).22 

As part of this migration infrastructure, the (in)ability to access a visa can be profoundly important, not least 
because it is the one element that has not radically expanded over time, unlike the marked growth in “agents”, 
ICT, transport and connected networks.23 On the contrary, recent analysis shows that visa access has resulted in a 
bifurcation of mobility, with citizens of wealthy countries much more able to access regulated mobility regimes than 
those from poor countries.24 This is important because, wherever possible, migrants will opt to migrate through 
regular pathways on visas.25 There are stark di"erences between travelling on a visa and travelling unauthorized 
without a visa. From a migrant’s perspective, the experience can be profoundly di"erent in a number of important 
ways that can impact on the migrant as well as his/her family, including those who may remain in the origin country. 
First, visas denote authority to enter a country and so o"er a form of legitimacy when arriving in and travelling 

21 Xiang and Lindquist, 2014.
22 Carling, 2017.
23 Lahav, 1999; McAuli"e., 2017a; Triandafyllidou and McAuli"e, 2018.
24 Mau et al., 2015.
25 Jayasuriya et al., 2016; Koser and Kuschminder, 2015; Maroufof, 2017; McAuli"e et al., 2017. Please note that while “regular” migration 

does not necessarily require visas, the discussion refers to visas because these are often a requirement, most especially for migrants 
from developing countries. In addition, the term “visa” is much more widely understood than “regular” by migrants and the general 
public.
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emigration initially increases and then decreases. This phenomenon, depicted in Figure 3,36 has been referred to by 
some analysts as the “mobility transition”.37  

Figure 3. Mobility transition
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Source:  Adapted from Clemens, 2014:7–8.
Notes:  Clemens found that overall higher economic development (higher income) is associated with 

reduced emigration. Refer to Clemens (2014) for further discussion of data analysis.

As shown in Figure 3, Clemens’s analysis estimates that emigration rates start to decrease if countries rise above 
GDP per capita income levels of USD  7,000–8,000, which at the time of the analysis (using 2005 GDP data) 
included countries such as Ecuador, Egypt, Fiji and North Macedonia.38 Further, as income levels rise, emigration 
rates decline, as illustrated by the so-called “migration hump”.39

The interaction of economic development and international migration – or “mobility transitions” – has been of 
intense interest to researchers and policymakers globally, as it calls into question the commonly held notion that 
overseas development assistance will act to “stabilize” populations and dampen emigration rates from low-income 
countries by providing greater opportunities at home.40 Analysts have found that economic development of low-
income countries is positively correlated with emigration: “economic growth has historically raised emigration 
in almost all developing countries”.41 However, more recent analysis has found that when shorter time periods 

36 Clemens, 2014.
37 Akerman, 1976; Clemens, 2014; Dao et al., 2018; de Haas, 2010; Gould, 1979. 
38 See, for example, the interactive World Bank dashboard on GDP per capita (PPP) at: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.

PCAP.PP.CD. 
39 Zelinsky, 1971. See discussion in de Haas (2010) of the di"erence between “mobility transition” and “migration hump”, which has 

become confused/con#ated over time.
40 Clemens, 2020; de Haas, 2010, 2020.
41 Clemens and Postel, 2018.
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“trapped” populations left behind, which do not have the means to migrate out of degraded areas, should also be 
further researched and considered in relevant policies.10 

In the last decade, a vast amount of knowledge has been produced on the climate change and migration nexus. A 
recent meta-analysis of available literature concludes that “slow-onset climatic changes, in particular extremely high 
temperatures and drying conditions (i.e. extreme precipitation decrease or droughts), are more likely to increase 
migration than sudden-onset events.”11 Migrants moving to adapt to slow-onset impacts might have more time to 
gather the resources needed to migrate, while sudden-onset events reduce the ability to move by rapidly depleting 
resources.12 

Migrants’ testimony: the multicausal nature of climate migration

“And since there was the war, we 
did not receive any support from the 
government. Therefore, there are 
combined factors that made us su!er: 
droughts and war. If war did not exist, 
then we might have been able to stay, but 
now that the land is looted, there is no 
way for us to claim it.”

Climate-related events most frequently create patterns of 
internal mobility, however when the changes are combined 
with other factors such as armed con"ict more complex 
patterns of mobility can result. In this testimony we can see 
someone crossing an international border as a result of a 
complex combination of altered rainfall, armed con"ict and a 
failure of government institutions and support.

Context:
This testimony was collected by researchers working for 
UNHCR and the United Nations University as part of an 
investigation into the experiences of refugee and internally 
displaced persons in East Africa.

Sources: A## et al., 2012; Brzoska and Fröhlich, 2016.

This  chapter focuses on migration in the context of the slow-onset impacts of climate change, an area where policy 
and knowledge gaps remain.13 It presents some of the key challenges associated with understanding and taking 
action on slow-onset climate impacts and migration issues, and will explore how migration policy and practice can 
play a role in responding to some of the most pressing challenges. Throughout the chapter, migrants’ testimonies 
vividly illustrate how people are impacted on the ground and what the realities are that policymakers need to 
consider when translating principles into practices.

10 Heslin et al., 2019.
11 Šedová et al., 2021:3.
12 Ibid. 
13 IDMC, 2019.
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that States have supported the funding of migration programmes. The International Migration Review Forum,77 
scheduled to take place in 2022 to review the status of implementation of the Global Compact for Migration, will 
o!er important indicators on States’ willingness, including through action, to implement the Compact’s objectives 
related to climate migration. 

The objectives outlined under the Global Compact for Migration are aligned with the UNFCCC Task Force on 
Displacement Recommendations and echo many of its points, such as the need for better data and knowledge 
and the necessity to support populations to develop resilience strategies, including those for slow-onset events 
and processes. Both documents spell out global policy principles that could be instrumental in guiding policy 
development at the national level. Some countries such as Peru are already developing national plans that build 
upon the principles outlined in these global policy documents,78 a sign that they can play a catalytic role in national 
policy development. 

Other ongoing initiatives are relevant in supporting the development of policy on migration in the context of slow-
onset events (see a summary of other relevant initiatives in the United Nations system in Appendix B). Slow-onset 
dimensions are therefore relatively well integrated into the main relevant global policy discussions, even if data and 
knowledge on this speci"c topic need to be strengthened. The various recommendations and principles articulated 
at the global level highlight the complex nature of migration linked to slow-onset climate impacts and the need for 
policymakers from di!erent areas to work together to develop comprehensive solutions. In this respect, migration 
policymakers have a leading role to play in translating global principles into national- and regional-level policies that 
provide assistance and protection to a!ected migrants and communities. The following section will focus on how 
migration policy can be reshaped to respond to some of the identi"ed issues, in line with global principles.  

Migrants’ testimony: the multicausal nature of climate migration

“Rains recently have been very intense – 
very intense. Without comparison, like 
nothing seen before. Years ago the rainy 
season lasted two months, November 
and December, and water levels reached 
20 to 30 centimetres. Now, in the last 
six to seven months, they’ve reached 
over two metres. We’ve never seen this 
before. We don’t want to leave our land: 
here are our past, our memories, our 
ancestors. We don’t want to move to 
other parts, we don’t know what to do 
there.”

Even in the face of extremely di#cult consequence of 
environmental change, many people wish to remain in their 
current location, rather than migrating to "nd alternative 
work. As we can see from this testimony, historic and 
cultural connections to locations are important to many and 
form a key part of someone’s decision to stay or leave.

Context:
This testimony was recorded by NGO Refugees International. 
The interviewee is speaking as part of its video series 
reporting on the consequences of $ooding in Colombia in 
2012.

Sources: Adams, 2016; Refugees International, 2012.

77 UNNM, n.d.
78 Peru is in the process of preparing a speci"c Plan of Action on Climate Migration, as requested by the Climate Change law of 2018 

and its 2019 Regulation Law. See Parliament of Peru, 2019 and Government of Peru, 2019. 
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Links between environmental change, ecosystems and human mobility
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1. Ecosystem services are the direct and indirect contributions of ecosystems 
to human well-being. These services are grouped into four categories: 
Provisioning, Regulating, Cultural, and Supporting services. Supporting services, 
as overarching services, are not represented in this diagram.

The arrows’ width does not represent an exact number (this is a conceptual diagram).

Cyclone destroying mangrove > jeopardizing protection from future hazards 
Loss of agricultural land > crop yield decrease
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Source: Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005)
© IOM (Mokhnacheva, Ionesco), Gemenne, Zoï Environment Network, 2015

Ecosystems are increasingly endangered by slow-onset environmental events and processes. For instance, 
heat waves might lead to loss of agricultural land and decrease in productivity, while Sea-level rise and 
saltwater intrusion might threaten freshwater resources. The depletion of ecosystem services due to slow-
onset processes might impact human security directly, for example through the reduction of essential 
resources such as food and water; and indirectly, such as when con!icts erupt over scarce natural resources. 
Threats to human security might in turn drive people to migrate in search of alternative income and ways to 
meet their basic needs. 

Adapted from IOM, 2015a.
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Is there a topic you would want me to make a 
brief  video about? If  so, what would it be?

94

Lecture question #2
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Image source: Library of  Congress (https://www.irishtimes.com/blogs/generationemigration/2011/11/02/traditions-of-emigration-the-irish-habit-of-going-away/)

5. Why do people migrate?

https://www.irishtimes.com/blogs/generationemigration/2011/11/02/traditions-of-emigration-the-irish-habit-of-going-away/


96Image source: Alberto Preato/IOM (https://medium.com/humanitarianpulse/climate-change-and-displacement-in-mali-and-beyond-8c0690a3762e)

6. Environmental migration & conflict

https://medium.com/humanitarianpulse/climate-change-and-displacement-in-mali-and-beyond-8c0690a3762e


Source: Gleditsch et al. (2007: 4)

illustrates two causal pathways from environmental
stress, to migration, and to conflict. First, environ-
mental problems may lead to emigration directly.
Secondly, environmental stress may lead to resource
conflicts, and these conflicts may produce refugees.
Each type of migration may lead to conflict in
receiving areas; however, they may not have the same
effects. Migration directly caused by environmental
factors may lead to social tensions and sporadic
violence in receiving areas, but is not likely to cause
sustained, organized armed conflict. In contrast,
political refugees from violent regions are more likely
to become involved in militant activities, although
even this is not a foregone conclusion.

Environmental change can contribute directly to
migration by pushing people out of uninhabitable
areas. Catastrophic events and disasters—such as
hurricanes and floods—can serve as an immediate
push; long-term changes such as desertification can
lead to a decline in living standards that increase the
costs of staying versus leaving.

Research on global climate change suggests
several possible mechanisms through which people
may be forced out of their current habitat. Sea-level
rise caused by a reduction in glacial coverage may lead
to the flooding of coastal areas. Low-lying, coastal
regions may be evacuated as water encroaches upon
human habitats. Desertification may cause people to
migrate out of unproductive and water-scarce areas.
Greater variability in weather patterns lead to
dramatic climate events such as hurricanes, typhoons,
and extreme cold which may disrupt human settle-
ments. And unpredictable rainfall will lead to periods
of flooding and drought, making certain areas
uninhabitable.

change to conflict seems to be cited uncritically from
one source to the next.

The possible consequences of climate change are
many and varied, and some of them potentially very
serious. Impacts on biodiversity, agriculture, water
supply, and so on, will certainly alter current patterns
of consumption and production, as well as human
settlement patterns.The economic consequences have
been modeled in the Stern Review as well as by
independent scholars such as William Nordhaus and
William Cline. But the link to violent conflict has
until very recently been largely unexplored. It is
entirely plausible—though not predetermined—that
violent conflict will emerge as the result of climatic
shifts. One of the more likely and most discussed
scenarios, as we explore below, is that conflict could
emerge as a result of environmentally induced
migration.

Challenges: Environment-Induced
Migration
In this section, we will discuss at some length popula-
tion migration as one of the most plausible links from
climate change to conflict. There is some relevant
empirical research in this area, although conclusions
are still tentative. As one example, the Stern Review
cites an estimate that by the middle of the century, 200
million people may become permanently displaced
“climate refugees” due to rising sea levels, heavier
floods, and more intense droughts.

Migration may lead to conflict in receiving areas
if not properly managed, but the motives for
migration affect the propensity for violence. Figure 2

4

Climate Change and Conflict:The Migration Link

Figure 2. Environmental Stress, Migration, and Conflict: Direct and Indirect Pathways
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Environmental stress, migration, & conflict



El Salvador —>Honduras (1969 Football War/
Soccer War, 100-Hour war )


1969–300,000 Salvadorian migrants lived in 
Honduras.


1962-1967—Honduras passed land reform law 
including redistributing land lived on by Salvadorian 
migrants


8-26 June 1969—three World Cup qualifier matches 
led to growing violence between fans.


14 July—El Salvador launched offensive.


20 July—Ceasefire began, brokered by the OAS
98

State vs. state conflicts



Rwandan refugees in DRC


Liberian refugees in Sierra Leone


Kosovar refugees in Macedonia


PLO in Jordan and Lebanon
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State vs. group conflict



Often native vs. migrant population


Competition for scarce resources


Ethnic tensions


Distrust
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Group vs. group conflict



Table 1
Environmental migration episodes

Panel A: conflict

Origin, period Destination Environmental push
factors

Other push factors # Moving Conflict in destination Conflict
intensity

Sources

1. Bangladesh,
rural areas,
coastal areas,
islands,
1970se1990s

Bangladesh,
Chittagong Hill
Tracts

Droughts, water
scarcity, floods,
storms, erosion,
desertification

Overpopulation,
underdevelopment,
government migration
incentives

600,000 Migranteresident ethnic
strife, insurgency

High Hafiz and Islam (1993),
Lee (2001), and Shelley
(1992)

2. Ethiopia: (a)
central/
northern; (b)
Awash river
basin-Afar,
1984e1985

Ethiopia: (a)
southwest, west;
(b) Wollo region

Drought, famine,
forest fires, locust
invasion

Underdevelopment,
overpopulation,
government promotes
cotton/sugar,
overgrazing

600,000 Nomadefarmer conflict
over land

Medium Ezra and Kiros (2001),
Otunnu (1992), and
Rahmato (1991)

3. Rwanda, rural
south, center,
early 1990s

Rwanda, north,
Zaire

Arable land/water
scarcity, land
degradation,
deforestation

Overpopulation, food
scarcity, civil war,
underdevelopment,
government aid in
north

1.7 Million Ethnic tension with
colonial roots, civil war,
genocide

Very high Kane (1995a, 1995b),
Patterson (1995), and
Uvin (1996)

4. Mexico,
Southern
Guatemala,
1960se1990s

Mexico, eastern,
Chiapas

Land degradation,
deforestation, land
pressure

Persecution, civil war
in Guatemala,
Mexican government
resettlement policy,
unequal land
distribution,
overpopulation

280,000 Peasantseloggers/
ranchers conflict over
land, insurgency

High Brown, Kane, and
Roodman (1994), Collier
(1994), and Renner
(1996)

5. Bangladesh,
various regions
1950securrent

India, West
Bengal, Assam,
Tripura

Droughts, water/land/
food scarcity, land
erosion, storms, salt
intrusion

India’s diversion of
Ganges River, failure
to share river water,
overpopulation

12e17 Million HindueMuslim violence,
massacre

High Homer-Dixon (1999),
Kalbag (1983), and Swain
(1996)

6. El Salvador,
1950se1980s

Honduras up to
the late 1960s,
then US

Deforestation, land
degradation, arable
land/water scarcity

Wealth disparity,
skewed land-tenure,
poverty,
overpopulation,
repression

300,000 to
Honduras,
500,000 to US

Migranteresident
resource contest, border
dispute, 1969 Soccer War

Very high Durham (1979), Homer-
Dixon (1999), and Myers
(1993)

(continued on next page)
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Faster change can make absorbing migrants more threatening to 
existing population. 

102

The speed of  migrant change matters.



103Source: Daily Mail (http://img.dailymail.co.uk/i/pix/2007/04_03/map_800x1183.jpg)

http://img.dailymail.co.uk/i/pix/2007/04_03/map_800x1183.jpg


104Source: Oxford University 

(http://www.ox.ac.uk/sites/files/oxford/styles/ow_content_width/public/media_wysiwyg/4_Brexit_hexes.jpg?itok=LCjhfwo3)

http://www.ox.ac.uk/sites/files/oxford/styles/ow_content_width/public/media_wysiwyg/4_Brexit_hexes.jpg?itok=LCjhfwo3


105Image source: Alberto Preato/IOM (https://medium.com/humanitarianpulse/climate-change-and-displacement-in-mali-and-beyond-8c0690a3762e)

6. Environmental migration & conflict

https://medium.com/humanitarianpulse/climate-change-and-displacement-in-mali-and-beyond-8c0690a3762e
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Now I want to move to a different case study, Syria.


Video #1 includes on-the-ground coverage in a refugee camp and over the 
border.


Video #2 provides a more theoretical approach to understanding the conflict.


There are a bunch of  Syrian conflict explainer videos on YouTube of  varying 
quality and age from the likes of  BBC News, The Guardian, and Vox if  you are 
interested.


Syrian conflict videos
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Image source: Time Magazine 

(https://time.com/5195442/eastern-ghouta-syria-civil-war-anniversary/)

7. The Syrian conflict—refugees & climate factors

https://time.com/5195442/eastern-ghouta-syria-civil-war-anniversary/
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Civilians 


• 23 Million (2011) 


• UN estimated 6.6 million internally displaced and 4.7 million refugees.


Armed non-state groups (up to 1,000)


• Free Syrian Army


• Islamic State of  Iraq and the Levant (ISIS)


• Kurdish YPG (People’s Protection Units)


• Jabot al-Nusra


• Hezbollah


Government, military, and political representatives


International actors


• US, UK, France, Turkey


• Russia, Iran, Hezbollah
113

Actors in the Syrian conflict



114Source: The Carter Center. Syria Quarterly Review October-December 2021 (https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/54354cfa544740c9a2af0da78979ee01)


https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/54354cfa544740c9a2af0da78979ee01


115Source: The Carter Center. Syria Quarterly Review October-December 2021 (https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/54354cfa544740c9a2af0da78979ee01)


https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/54354cfa544740c9a2af0da78979ee01


• Following the US-led invasion of  Iraq in 2003, Iraqi 
refugees in Syria were offered protection by the Assad 
government. 


• By the end of  2003, 70,000-100,000 Iraqis were living in 
Syria.


• By 2009, the Government of  Syria estimated the Iraqi 
refugee population in Syria at 1.1 million people.


• Given the current Syrian conflict many view Iraqi refugee 
populations as potential supporters of  the Assad regime, 
and they have therefore been subject to targeted attacks and 
discrimination.

116

Iraqi refugees in Syria
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Before the Syrian uprising that began in 2011, the greater Fertile
Crescent experienced the most severe drought in the instrumental
record. For Syria, a country marked by poor governance and un-
sustainable agricultural and environmental policies, the drought
had a catalytic effect, contributing to political unrest. We show
that the recent decrease in Syrian precipitation is a combination of
natural variability and a long-term drying trend, and the unusual
severity of the observed drought is here shown to be highly unlikely
without this trend. Precipitation changes in Syria are linked to rising
mean sea-level pressure in the Eastern Mediterranean, which also
shows a long-term trend. There has been also a long-term warming
trend in the Eastern Mediterranean, adding to the drawdown of soil
moisture. No natural cause is apparent for these trends, whereas
the observed drying andwarming are consistent with model studies
of the response to increases in greenhouse gases. Furthermore,
model studies show an increasingly drier and hotter future mean
climate for the Eastern Mediterranean. Analyses of observations and
model simulations indicate that a drought of the severity and
duration of the recent Syrian drought, which is implicated in the
current conflict, has become more than twice as likely as
a consequence of human interference in the climate system.

drought | Syria | climate change | unrest | conflict

Beginning in the winter of 2006/2007, Syria and the greater
Fertile Crescent (FC), where agriculture and animal herding

began some 12,000 years ago (1), experienced the worst 3-year
drought in the instrumental record (2). The drought exacerbated
existing water and agricultural insecurity and caused massive
agricultural failures and livestock mortality. The most significant
consequence was the migration of as many as 1.5 million
people from rural farming areas to the peripheries of urban
centers (3, 4). Characterizing risk as the product of vulnerability
and hazard severity, we first analyze Syria’s vulnerability to
drought and the social impacts of the recent drought leading to
the onset of the Syrian civil war. We then use observations and
climate models to assess how unusual the drought was within the
observed record and the reasons it was so severe. We also show
that climate models simulate a long-term drying trend for the
region as a consequence of human-induced climate change. If
correct, this has increased the severity and frequency of occur-
rence of extreme multiyear droughts such as the recent one. We
also present evidence that the circulation anomalies associated
with the recent drought are consistent with model projections of
human-induced climate change and aridification in the region
and are less consistent with patterns of natural variability.

Heightened Vulnerability and the Effects of the Drought
Government agricultural policy is prominent among the many
factors that shaped Syria’s vulnerability to drought. Despite growing
water scarcity and frequent droughts, the government of President
Hafez al-Assad (1971−2000) initiated policies to further increase
agricultural production, including land redistribution and irrigation
projects, quota systems, and subsidies for diesel fuel to garner
the support of rural constituents (5–9). These policies endangered

Syria’s water security by exploiting limited land and water resources
without regard for sustainability (10).
One critical consequence of these unsustainable policies is the

decline of groundwater. Nearly all rainfall in the FC occurs during
the 6-month winter season, November through April, and this
rainfall exhibits large year-to-year variability (Figs. 1A and 2A). In
Syria, the rain falls along the country’s Mediterranean Sea coast
and in the north and northeast, the primary agricultural region.
Farmers depend strongly on year-to-year rainfall, as two thirds of
the cultivated land in Syria is rain fed, but the remainder relies
upon irrigation and groundwater (11). For those farms without
access to irrigation canals linked to river tributaries, pumped
groundwater supplies over half (60%) of all water used for irri-
gation purposes, and this groundwater has become increasingly
limited as extraction has been greatly overexploited (4). The
government attempted to stem the rate of groundwater depletion
by enacting a law in 2005 requiring a license to dig wells, but the
legislation was not enforced (6). Overuse of groundwater has
been blamed for the recent drying of the Khabur River in Syria’s
northeast (6). The depletion of groundwater during the recent
drought is clearly evident from remotely sensed data by the
NASA Gravity Recovery and Climate Experiment (GRACE)
Tellus project (Fig. 2C) (12).
The reduced supply of groundwater dramatically increased

Syria’s vulnerability to drought. When a severe drought began in
2006/2007, the agricultural system in the northeastern “bread-
basket” region, which typically produced over two-thirds of the
country’s crop yields, collapsed (13). In 2003, before the
drought’s onset, agriculture accounted for 25% of Syrian gross
domestic product. In 2008, after the driest winter in Syria’s ob-
served record, wheat production failed and the agricultural share
fell to 17% (14). Small- and medium-scale farmers and herders

Significance

There is evidence that the 2007−2010 drought contributed to
the conflict in Syria. It was the worst drought in the in-
strumental record, causing widespread crop failure and a mass
migration of farming families to urban centers. Century-long
observed trends in precipitation, temperature, and sea-level
pressure, supported by climate model results, strongly suggest
that anthropogenic forcing has increased the probability of se-
vere and persistent droughts in this region, and made the oc-
currence of a 3-year drought as severe as that of 2007−2010
2 to 3 times more likely than by natural variability alone. We
conclude that human influences on the climate system are
implicated in the current Syrian conflict.
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2016 study examining tree rings found that drought in 
Levant worst in 900 years.



Source: Benjamin I. Cook,Kevin J. Anchukaitis,Ramzi Touchan,David M. Meko,Edward R. Cook. 2016. 

“Spatiotemporal drought variability in the Mediterranean over the last 900 years. Journal of  Geophysical Research 121(5): 2060-2074
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1. Introduction

In the view of many Western policymakers and commentators,
the Syrian civil war was caused, in part, by anthropogenic climate
change. Former US President Barack Obama claimed that climate
change-related drought ‘helped fuel the early unrest in Syria, which
descended into civil war’ (Obama, 2015); former Secretary of State
John Kerry argued that ‘it's not a coincidence that immediately
prior to the civil war in Syria, the country experienced its worst
drought on record’ (Kerry, 2015); erstwhile Democratic presidential
candidates Martin O'Malley and Bernie Sanders have claimed
similarly (Democracy Now!, 2015; Schulman, 2015); and in the UK,
Prince Charles has maintained that ‘there is very good evidence
indeed that one of the major reasons for this horror in Syria was a
drought that lasted for five or six years’ (Mills, 2015). International
organisations (e.g. the World Bank: Verme et al., 2016: p. 33),
leading NGOs (e.g. Friends of the Earth: Bennett, 2015), official
governmental and intergovernmental reports (e.g. Adelphi et al.,
2015; King et al., 2015), defence think tanks (e.g. CNA Military
Advisory Board, 2014: pp. 13e14), academics (e.g. Cole, 2015;
Malm, 2016), activists (e.g. Brand, 2015) and commentators of
various political persuasions (e.g. Box & Klein, 2015; Friedman,
2012, 2013) e all have argued similarly.

For its advocates, this Syria-climate change thesis is powerful
not so much for its own sake, but because it illustrates the chaos
that may ensue as greenhouse gas emissions rise. Climate change,
runs the common policy refrain, is a ‘threat multiplier’ (CNA
Military Advisory Board, 2007: p. 44) which will cause ‘more
drought, more famine, more mass displacement e all of which will
fuel more conflict for decades’ (Obama, 2009). The Syria case ap-
pears to confirm this, showing that the conflict effects of climate
change are already with us, and lending extra credibility to warn-
ings of future climate-driven instability. The Syria example, in turn,
has potentially important policy implications, especially for the
ways in which political, military and development institutions
might prepare for and adapt to the changing global climate. The
Syria-climate change link has been widely invoked, for example, in
discussions about Europe's migrant and refugee crisis, with Euro-
pean Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker (2015) identifying
climate change as one of the ‘root causes’ of the new migration,
others suggesting that those displaced Syrians arriving in Europe
are ‘climate migrants’ and ‘climate refugees’ (e.g. Baker, 2015;
Dinshaw, 2015b), and still others arguing that the numbers
currently arriving in Europewill inevitably rise as the planet warms
(e.g. Hockenos, 2015; O'Hagan, 2015).

For all this, there is good reason for caution about the Syria-
climate change thesis. Until a few years ago, the 2003e05 war in
Darfur was widely identified by Western commentators and poli-
cymakers as climate change-related e and even as the ‘first climate
war’ (e.g. Mazo, 2010: pp. 73e86; Welzer, 2012: pp. 61e5) e with
UN Secretary General Ban Ki Moon going so far as to claim that ‘the
Darfur conflict began as an ecological crisis, arising in part from
climate change’ (Ki Moon, 2007). But such claims have since been
discredited, with critics finding among other things that Darfur's
war neither occurred during nor was directly preceded by drought
(Kevane & Gray, 2008); that there existed no solid evidence linking
the Sahelian drought to anthropogenic climate change, in fact
possibly the opposite (Dong & Sutton, 2015); and that claims like
those of the UN Secretary General misrepresented the political and
economic causes, and the essentially counter-insurgency character,
of the Darfur war (Verhoeven, 2011; Selby and Hoffmann, 2014a).
More broadly, there is no consensus within the growing field of
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“Climate change and the Syrian civil war revisited” is an
important and necessary corrective to an emerging discourse that
climate change is primarily to blame for the massive humanitarian
and geopolitical catastrophe that has become the Syrian Civil War.
This study will have important consequences for both the broader
literature on climate change and conflict and for policy discussions
thereof. These consequences will not be uniformly positive.

On the one hand, this piece certainly will refocus scholarly
attention on tracing causal paths between climate forcings and
conflict outcomes, especially in the context of particular cases. The
study by Kelley, Mohtadi, Cane, Seager, and Kushnir (2015), the
critique of which motivates much of this article, made a strong and
convincing argument for a climate change signal in the Syrian
drought but did very little to substantiate the stronger, much more
politically charged claim that the drought caused the conflict there.
The literature on climate impacts on civil conflict and political
violence more broadly is now sufficiently large and nuanced that it
is not enough to simply argue post-hoc ergo propter-hoc. Selby, Dahi,
Fr€ohlich, & Hulme (2017) have done the literature and the policy
community a great service by pointing out the dubious nature of
much of the evidence for the intermediate claims that would help
establish the causal import of Syria's drought for the subsequent
conflict. More generally, this piece will create the expectation that
future case studies investigating links between environmental
factors and conflict outcomeswill need to paymore attention to the
specific pathways and mechanisms by which climatic events create
grievances, create space for violent political entrepreneurs, and/or
incentivize opportunistic, destabilizing behavior by political elites
(Benjaminsen, 2008; Kahl, 2006).

I am generally convinced there are relationships between
climate, climate change, and conflict, though the relationships
appear to be scale- and context-dependent (Hsiang, Burke, &

Miguel, 2013; Salehyan, 2014). But arguing that any particular
conflict was “caused” by climate change is exceedingly difficult, in
part because multiple motivations are almost always present
among combatants, these motivations are both stated and un-
stated, and because contextual factors, like dependence on agri-
culture for livelihoods, patterns of exclusionary ethnic rule, and low
levels of economic development affect whether a given climate
“shock” results in violence (O’Loughlin, Linke, & Witmer, 2014;;
Salehyan & Hendrix, 2014;; von Uexkull, Croicu, Fjelde, & Buhaug,
2016). The drought that affected Syria also affected neighboring
Jordan, Lebanon and Cyprus, yet widespread violence did not occur
there. Even if and when climate matters, it matters in a specific
political, social, and economic context that must be taken into
account.

On the other, I fear getting the Syrian case “right” e or at least
correcting a flawed dominant narrative e will negatively affect
discussions of environmental impacts on conflict in the policy
sphere. Many will read this article as “all this talk of climate change
and conflict is wrong,” when in fact the evidence supports a much
more limited conclusion: the impact of climatic factors on the
Syrian civil war is not entirely clear. But the dramatic nature of the
Syrian civil war and the vocal nature of those linking it to climate
change have caused this case to exert inordinate influence on how
influential non-specialists and the general public view the rela-
tionship between climate change and conflict. Former US President
Barack Obama linked climate change to the Syrian conflict, saying it
was a contributing factor.1 Documentaries like Thomas Friedman's
Climate Wars, The Age of Consequences, and VICE News' Assad's Syria
and the Costs of Climate Change have all made a strong claim for
security impacts of climate change building off of the Syrian case, in
spite of the fact that most of the compelling influence for climate-
conflict linkages emerges from statistical analysis of hundreds if not
thousands of cases, and most of that work supports a more limited,
probabilistically causal linkages. One can practically hear the anti-
climate science machine revving its engine in anticipation of
these findings. To the extent the dominant narrative got the Syrian
case “wrong”, it will ultimately make it harder for scholars and
scientists to communicate the very real economic and security

1 “Obama: Climate Change Contributed to Syrian War, Is Major Security Threat,”
Associated Press October 5, 2016.
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What are the policymaking implications of  
deciding that the drought did (or did not) 
contribute to the Syrian civil war’s onset?
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Lecture question #3
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Image source: Time Magazine 

(https://time.com/5195442/eastern-ghouta-syria-civil-war-anniversary/)

7. The Syrian conflict—refugees & climate factors

https://time.com/5195442/eastern-ghouta-syria-civil-war-anniversary/

