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Introduction 

Migration studies have long considered migration as a 
positive process aimed at adjusting to changes. One of 
the founders of migration studies, Ravenstein (1885), 
described migration as “life and progress”, whereas a 
sedentary population meant “stagnation”. Drawing on 
the New Economics of Migration, there is much empirical 
evidence to show that migration is an adaptation 
strategy which households use to diversify and support 
their livelihood strategies (Castles and Delgado Wise, 
2008; Massey et al., 2007). Although discussed often, 
the application of the adaptation–migration nexus to the 
field of environmental and climate change has not been 
empirically tested. Furthermore, the policy apparatus 
needed to deliver this potential has not been developed 
or assessed (Adger, 1999; Barnett and Webber, 2010; 
McLeman and Smit, 2006).

For the public and decision makers, migration is still 
commonly perceived as a failure to adapt. The lack of 
consensus on definitions and terms, and confusion 
over the basic concepts in discussions of migration as 
it pertains to adaptation, make it difficult to promote 
the issue in the development and implementation of 
adaptation measures. A key challenge facing scholars 

1 Politics of the Earth, Sciences Po Paris; Observatory of 
Environmental Migration, University of Liège; University of 
Versailles Saint-Quentin-en-Yvelines (CEARC); Le Centre de 
recherches internationales (CERI), Sciences Po Paris.

2 Politics of the Earth, Sciences Po Paris; Observatory of 
Environmental Migration, University of Liège.

today is to flesh out the relationship between migration 
and adaptation, beyond the common wishful thinking 
of migration as a new adaptation strategy, a positive 
and somewhat performative vision of mobility. In this 
working paper, we conceive of migration as one strategy 
in the pre-existing livelihood trajectories and complex 
adaptive response system of households. Migration 
may ultimately have adaptive effects, that is, increasing 
households’ resilience to future changes; or, conversely, 
it may have maladaptive effects, further diminishing 
household resources3 and capacities.

In view of this complex phenomenon of migration, an 
important question arises surrounding the extent to 
which the literature on “environmental migration”4 

conflates migration and adaptation. Considering 
migration as adaptation solely in regard to environmental 
changes may imply these movements exist outside 
the “normal” adaptation strategies. This creates a 
prescriptive view of migration from a sedentarist 
perspective and neglects the utility of non-environmental 
migration as an adaptive measure. This view thus 
leaves it to the outside observer to determine when 

3 Throughout this paper, “resources” refers not only to economic 
and financial resources but also to social, political, physical and 
(local) environmental capitals.

4 The International Organization for Migration (IOM) describes 
environmental migrants as “… persons or groups of persons who, 
for compelling reasons of sudden or progressive change in the 
environment that adversely affects their lives or living conditions, 
are obliged to leave their habitual homes, or choose to do so, 
either temporarily or permanently, and who move either within 
their country or abroad” (IOM, 2007, pp. 1–2).
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This project is implemented by the
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Migrants and natural disasters:
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Introduction 

The question of how to regulate international migration-
related challenges in the context of rapid-onset natural 
disasters is attracting increasing interest from academics 
and policymakers alike. However, the fact that the issue 
is not addressed directly by international law or policy 
has sometimes led to the erroneous conclusion that no 

law or policy exists. Against this backdrop, this paper 
points to a range of applicable law, policy and practice 
that exists at the national level in the Americas and 
which offers a prospective basis for further legal and 
policy development in this area.
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Introduction

Haïti est le pays le plus pauvre du continent Américain. 
Sa topographie escarpée ainsi que sa situation 
géographique rend le pays particulièrement vulnérable 
aux catastrophes hydrométéorologiques. Les impacts 
environnementaux sont souvent exacerbés par une 
mauvaise gestion des ressources naturelles et par des 
mesures de prévention et de protection inadéquates, 
qui touchent à la fois les moyens de subsistance et 
le développement économique du pays. La culture 

intensive du café en vue de l’exportation et l’exploitation 
du bois contribuent à l’acidification et à l’érosion du sol, 
menant ainsi à un état de dégradation environnemental 
général. L’importance du déboisement a également 
contribué à la faible résilience du pays face aux aléas  
naturels (Oxfam, 2014). 

Parmi les réponses possibles à la situation précaire 
d’Haïti, ce Bulletin politique reprend de nouveaux 

Abandoned house on the outskirts of Les Gonaïves, Haiti, which was affected by severe floods in 2004 and 2008.
© OIM 2014 (Foto : Susanne Melde) 
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