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Do soil degradation and its economic implications really 

constitute the most important motives for migration from the 

North West of Benin as the monocausal explanatory 

approaches of scientific work and studies of development 

projects and government agencies argue ? 

Initial Question
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“Environmental refugee”: theoretical implications of a 
contested concept and its application in West Africa

Main critique:

• Terminological ambiguity: the term itself is poorly defined

• Shortcomings in content: impossible to identify a migration stream
as principally environmentally-induced 

• Political instrumentalisation: analytically weak concept, but
prominent on the agendas of powerful organisations 



“Environmental refugee”: theoretical implications of a 
contested concept and its application in West Africa

West African Sahel as a favored playground
(Jacobson 1988, Richter 2000, Hammer 2004). 
“…hundreds of thousands of people from rural Sahel regions are displaced
every year as a consequence of environmental change and
desertification" (Hammer 2004: 234).  

Opposite standpoint:
• Henry et al (2003): environmental variables can only explain 5 per cent of
internal migrations in Burkina Faso.

• Findley (1994): decline of migration from Mali during the droughts of the
1980s 

• Condé et al (1986), Fall (1998), De Haan (1999), De Haan & Rogaly
(2002): seasonal and circular migration as a well-established adaptive
strategy rather than a knee-jerk and irreversible response to environmental
stress 



“Environmental refugee”: theoretical implications of a 
contested concept and its application in West Africa

• Environmentally-induced population movement is not a distinct
phenomenon and must be open for embedding in migration theory.

• Environmentally determined migration as a process of equalisation
between regions of deteriorating environmental conditions and
areas where the state of the environment is better (in analogy to
Todaro 1980, Stark 1991). 

• Classical approaches are strong in revealing causation factors for 
and consequences of unidirectional migration, but weak in
explaining why migration continues without spatial differences

Migration theory:



Rural-rural migration in Central Benin: the context
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Methodological approach

Partially standardised questionnaire

• Survey of 431 migrant households
• Identification of selected characteristics
• First approach for a better understanding of
migration motives

83 narrative and problem-oriented interviews

• Analysis of individual migrations courses
migrants’ experiences at different ‘step stones’

• Check of assumptions on reasons for out-
migration and factors of perpetuation of
migration. 



Multiple motives for multiple migrations: some results



Multiple motives for multiple migrations: some results

Major problems of migrants 
in their home villages

• soil degradation (39%; “the soil is tired”, “the soils have become fragile”) 
• meagre harvests, work load as consequences of declining soil fertility
• land scarcity (8%): not absolute shortage, but lack of fertile and profitable
cultivation areas = also a consequence of soil degradation 

• partial food insecurity (10%; “it is difficult to live of our land”, “I do not eat
enough”) as direct result

• social conflicts (sorcery, family disputes and waste of money for expensive
ceremonies) mentioned in 8% of the answers only 



Multiple motives for multiple migrations: some results

Motives for leaving 
the home village

• problems not equivalent to the reasons for leaving
• only half of the motives are linked to the environment
• importance of danger of sorcery and envy (14%; “I earned enough but people
were jealous and threatened me”) 

• internal family problems and disputes over expensive ceremonies
• new motives: relative deprivation (“I left because I wanted to earn the same
money the others do by migration.”), wish for economic independence (“If you 
are with your father you do not earn anything. It’s all for him”) 



Multiple motives for multiple migrations: some results

Interpretation:

• social structures and conflicts impact heavily on migration decisions

• difficulty of clear differentiations: 
„It must be recognized that the degradation of the environment is socially and 
politically constructed; only through a structural understanding of the environment 
in the broader political and cultural context of a region or country can one begin to 
understand its ‘role’ as a factor in population movement.” (Lonergan 1998: 12).

• land availability as dominating subject, people tend to avoid
displeasing themes:

“I had to leave my village because my family had become a victim of sorcery. 
There are a lot of things that may people force to leave, but when they go they will 
say it is because of the lack of cultivatable land.”
(Interview with a migrant in the village of Samba, 10/2003, translated from French)



Multiple motives for multiple migrations: some results

• majority of migrants
(67%) had already migrated
several times 

• respondents moved mainly
from the “typical” target
regions to the study area

= weaker importance of
environment-induced
migration motives

Multidirectional migrations 



Multiple motives for multiple migrations: some results

Motives for leaving 
last residence

• only 15% of all answers soil degradation and related motives 
• new dominant motives: conflicts with landowners about despotically

fixed contributions (“We have been forced to give half of our harvest to the
landowners”)

and arbitrary withdrawals of provided cultivation areas (“Two times they took
the parcel of land that I had cleared shortly before”)

• legal uncertainty as most important social driver fo r multiple
migrations



Multiple motives for multiple migrations: some results

• 71% of all migrants were related with other migrants in the new
settlement

• half of all migrants had relatives in other settlements in the study area
• family relations between roughly 80% of all households
• Having relatives or at least acquaintances as indispensable condition for
being accepted in the new villages

• chain migration as dominating pattern

Perpetuation of migration in rural Benin: 
social networks and social capital



Conclusion

• environment alone can not explain internal migration in rural Benin

• migration as selective process, driven by factors on different levels
(demography, economy, ecology, society)

• mechanisms of social structuring bring about self-strengthening of
migration

• accumulation of drivers and its temporal and spatial variations contribute
to perpetuation of migration

• migration itself causes and enforces social and economic change and
brings about new migration as a consequence

• analysis of transmigration instead of unidirectional perspective 

• social ties contribute to the shaping and persistence of migration patterns

• migration neither atomised phenomenon nor sole result of macro-
structural conditions 
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