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continue to 
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The drivers behind the decision to migrate are complex.
People have always and will continue to move for many reasons: 
economic, social, political, environmental. Today, climate change 
is often exacerbating existing challenges, pressuring people to 
move from vulnerable to seemingly more viable areas.

In 2018, the international community has recognized climate 
change as a driver and cause for migration with the Global Compact 
for Migration (GCM) 1.
For the first time, specific commitments have been made to address 
disasters and climate change as drivers of migration, and also to 
protect those who are compelled to leave their homes because of 
such events. However, it does not include any legal framework.

In 2019, extreme weather and disasters led to three times more 
displacements than war and conflict. Nearly 1,900 disasters 
triggered 24.9 million new displacements.
As disasters become more frequent and severe due to climate 
change, this number is expected to increase according to the Internal 
Displacement Monitoring Centre (iDMC) 2.

By 2050, 143 million people could migrate within their countries 
due to gradual climate impacts in sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia 
and Latin America.
According to the World Bank, if no action is taken, 86 million people 
in sub-Saharan Africa, 40 million people in South Asia and 17 
million people in Latin America could be forced to migrate due 
to slow-onset events by 2050, implicating a growing challenge for 
human development and planning 3.

“We know that climate change is a driver of migration, 
and is expected to increase the displacement of populations.”
— Mary Robinson (2014), former President of Ireland and 
former UN High Commissioner for Human Rights

Climate Change as a Central Driver 
of Migration



With only three 
percent of all 
CO2 emissions, 
Africa is 
contributing the 
least to global 
warming.
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If no active steps are taken against the causes of global warming, 
temperatures are expected to rise further.
With the Paris Agreement, 194 countries worldwide undertake to 
implement climate protection measures in order to limit global 
warming to well below 2 or 1.5° C until 2100. A radical reduction in 
greenhouse gas emissions worldwide is necessary, especially by 
2030 4.

The consequences of climate change pose one of the greatest 
challenges to society, the economy, security and development, 
and are expected to increase in the future.
Climate change will lead to temperature rise and changes in rain-
fall patterns negatively affecting crop yield and water availability. 
Freshwater resources are also at risk through the rise of sea level 
which can salinize groundwater and increase salt-water intru- 
sion into freshwater. Together, these impacts present substantial 
problems to agriculture and human consumption. Moreover, they 
may fuel competition over natural resources which can contribute 
to drivers of conflict. Extreme weather events such as storms, 
droughts and floods are also occurring more frequently and be- 
coming more severe 5.

With only three percent of all CO2 emissions, Africa is contri-
buting the least to global warming 6. However, the continent is 
disproportionally affected by the consequences of climate change 
and the most vulnerable people are hit the worst.
Poor countries and communities are the most vulnerable. Their 
resources to confront hazards are limited and many of their liveli- 
hoods depend on ecosystem goods and services that are increa-
singly threatened by climate change. As a result, the poorest often 
bear climate impacts unequally 5.

Causes and Consequences of 
Climate Change
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Source: Rigaud, K. K., et al. (2018). Groundswell: Preparing for Internal Climate Migration. 
World Bank, Washington, DC.
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ImmobilityEnvironmental Mobility

Human mobility and immobility in the context of climate change
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Two types of climate change scenarios influence the decision to 
move: rapid-onset events and slow-onset events.
Rapid-onset events are disasters which take place in days or 
weeks, such as cyclones, floods and droughts. Slow-onset events 
are changes in climate parameters which occur over long periods 
of time — such as temperature, rainfall patterns and associated 
impacts, like water stress and crop production declines 7.

Rapid-onset events led to 3.4 million displacements in sub-Saha-
ran Africa last year. This represents one of the highest figures 
ever recorded in this region.
Over 70 % of displacements were caused by flooding. Countries in 
the East and the Horn of Africa experienced one of the wettest rainy 
seasons in 40 years. Most displacements due to disasters in 2019 
were recorded in Ethiopia, Sudan, the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo and Nigeria 8.

There is no universal definition for people on the move due to 
climate change. Mobility is often used as an umbrella term.

The Nexus between Climate Change and 
Migration in sub-Saharan Africa



due to violence and conflictdue to disasters

4.6 million (57.5 %)3.4 million (42.5 %)

Total: 8 million internal displacements
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Source: iDMC. (2020). Global Report on Internal Displacement 2020. 
https://www.internal-displacement.org/global-report/grid2020/

Causes of disaster displacement in sub-Saharan Africa in 2019

Internal displacements in sub-Saharan Africa in 2019

Internal displacements globally in 2019

Many countries, like the Democratic Republic of the Congo and 
Ethiopia, face both challenges: a high number of disasters as well 
as conflict and violence.
In 2019, 4.6 million internal displacements recorded in sub-Saharan 
Africa were due to conflict and violence 9.

Slow-onset migration is difficult to measure.
For 2019, there is little reliable data on migration due to slow-onset 
events because migration is a multicausal and dynamic phenom- 
enon. However, due to global warming, the negative effects of 
slow-onset events (crop failure, water stress and sea level rise) 
will increase significantly 10, highlighting the likelihood of increased 
migration due to these events.



More than 70 
percent of all 
sub-Saharan 
African migrants 
stay within the 
continent.
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Sub-Saharan Africa could see 86 million internal climate migrants 
by 2050 due to slow-onset climate impacts if no action is taken 12.

More than 70 percent of all sub-Saharan African migrants stay 
within the continent, only a small percentage heads to Europe 13.
Climate induced migration is mostly a regional phenomenon. A sig-
nificant proportion of internal migrants will start a new life in major 
cities, resulting in rising urbanization 12.

Source: Ionesco, D., Mokhnacheva, D., & Gemenne, F. (2016). The Atlas of Environmental Migration. 
Taylor & Francis, London.

Regional Consequences of Climate Change and 
Climate Change Hotspots in Africa

Slow-onset events put people’s livelihoods in many regions at risk.
In many regions, changes in rainfall patterns will reduce agricul-
tural yield. Some countries face additional stress through deserti-
fication as well as sea-level rise 11.



The vulnerability 
in African cities 
increases as 
cities further 
expand.
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Cities are at the forefront when handling climate change and 
migration challenges.
Cities will need to prepare for an increasing number of people, 
and care for improved housing and infrastructure, social services 
as well as employment opportunities 14. At the same time, cities 
account for more than 70 percent of global CO2 emissions 15.

African cities are among the fastest growing in the world.
Based on UN population estimates, the world’s 15 fastest-growing 
cities are all in Africa. They are projected to almost double their 
populations by 2035 16.

The vulnerability in African cities increases as cities further 
expand.
Many African cities experience an increasing vulnerability of the 
rapidly expanding urban areas. Climate change is likely to exacer-
bate this situation. A lot of the mega cities are situated at coastlines 
bringing them under dual pressure from uncontrolled urbanization 
and floods worsened by climate change 17.

Cities as Climate Change and Migration Hotspot
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