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ABSTRACT

While climate-related mobility has been part of life in Africa for centuries, existing literature on migration
in the context of climate change generally lacks a historical perspective. This paper historicises climate-
related migration in the Northern Savannah Zone of Ghana, with specific focus on the Upper West
Region, drawing on climate data, a survey of 403 households, and interviews and focus group
discussions with farmers. It demonstrates that migration and mobility in the region are rooted in
historical patterns established and reinforced through colonial and post-colonial governance. These
patterns reflect inequalities created by past and present development policies as well as
environmental factors. While environmental change intensifies existing migration patterns, it is
difficult to isolate these effects from the economic, social, and political factors which also contribute
to migration flows in the Savannah zone. We therefore conclude that migration flows are co-
constituted by past and present governance practices, disparities, development policies, and social
transformation as well as environmental factors. Analysis and policy narratives that attribute recent
migration flows to climate change only are simplistic and blur the effects of past and present
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structural inequalities and political engagement.

1. Introduction

Migration constitutes an established livelihood strategy in
many of the world’s dry regions to deal with environmental
challenges and change (Hunter, 2005; McLeman & Smit,
2006). It has also been recognized as a climate change adap-
tation strategy (Black et al., 2011; van der Geest et al., 2023).
However, with arid and semi-arid zones of sub-Saharan Africa
and Asia being affected by rising temperatures and decreased
precipitation (IPCC, 2018), there is political and public con-
cern about increasing migration towards urban centres and
— especially in Western countries — to the global north as a
response to these challenges. Attention to climate change
and human migration is thus growing (IPCC, 2018; Mbiyozo,
2020).

The relationship between climate change and social change
is complex, however. Current literature contests notions of cli-
mate change as a foremost driver of social change, with a per-
tinent critique of ‘climatism’ for ignoring the significance of
contextual and historical factors. Indeed, ‘climate change
isn’t everything’ a recent book argues (Hulme, 2023). Such a
critique applies to the implications of climate change for
migration as well, disputing alarmist scenarios of the early
2000s that predicted masses of poor climate refugees heading
towards northern countries (see e.g. Boas et al.,, 2022; Radel
et al., 2018; Wiegel et al., 2019). Subsequent literature argued
for ‘migration as adaptation’, emphasizing the agency of
migrants and migration as a potential solution, facilitating
access to alternate livelihood strategies (see Black et al., 2011;

van der Geest et al., 2023). More recently, over a decade’s
research now highlights the complexity of climate-related
movements, including the significance of political and socio-
economic drivers of migration and the difficulty of isolating
these from environmental factors (Black et al., 2011; Carr,
2005; Foresight, 2011; van der Geest et al., 2023).

Yet, a number of studies indicate that climate change does
play a significant role in shaping migration patterns in the dry
regions of Africa - with the important insight that related
migration tends to be local or (relatively) short-distance within
the region and neighbouring countries (Dreier & Sow, 2015;
Mbiyozo, 2020; Teye & Nikoi, 2022). Agrarian households,
in particular, have increasingly been moving to urban centres
and wetter rural areas (Afifi et al., 2014; Zickgraf et al., 2016).
Still, the question remains if climate change - including the
intensification of existing environmental challenges - leads
to qualitatively different migration than established migration
practices in and from such areas, and, hence, the degree to
which current migration patterns can be attributed to climate
change. This is the central research question we explore in this
article.

We explore this question in the context of dryland agricul-
tural settings in West Africa. More specifically, we focus on the
Upper West Region in the Savannah zone in northern Ghana,
selected due to its dry and increasingly variable climatology,
persistently high poverty levels (GSS, 2018), and dependency
on rain-fed agriculture as the main livelihood. Furthermore,
the Upper West region is the most dominant migrant-sending
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region in Ghana. In other words, climate change is likely to
impact livelihoods, but does it also shape migration?

Answering this question requires attention to broader pol-
itical, socio-economic, and environmental factors, as increas-
ingly emphasized in climate-related migration and mobility
literatures, as well as a historical perspective. Indeed, analyzing
change - whether regarding climatic conditions, mobility pat-
terns or, as here, the interrelationship - presupposes an under-
standing of how these phenomena have emerged and
developed over time. Otherwise, we can only provide an ahis-
torical snapshot of current affairs (cf. Morrissey, 2012), unable
to gauge whether they are entirely novel, reflect shifts in well-
established practices, or are business as usual. We therefore
employ a political ecology approach, which is well suited to
a historical analysis of socio-environmental change with atten-
tion to diverse political and socio-economic factors (see e.g.
Lindegaard, 2020 Ribot, 2014;). This is supported by climate-
related migration and mobility literatures. Together, this
approach allows us to shed further light on the role of political
and socio-economic drivers of migration in climate-affected
areas over time (cf. Black et al., 2011; Boas et al., 2022; Carr,
2008). More specifically, we use this approach to focus on
the role of political and governance factors in shaping cli-
mate-related migration. This, paired with our historical per-
spective, offers a novel contribution to growing debates on
the relevance of politics, power, and governance for climate-
related migration (see e.g. Boas et al., 2022).

The paper is organized around the following sub-questions:
(a) how has migration from the Upper West Region emerged
and developed over time?; (b) what are the long-term changes
in rainfall and temperature regimes in this region?; (c) to what
extent are current migration patterns in the Upper West
region rooted in historical antecedents and/or can be attribu-
ted to climate change?

To answer these questions, we draw upon a range of
sources, data, and methods. We start by presenting our
conceptual framework (section 2), and study sites and meth-
odology (section 3) before moving on to the main analysis.
This consists of an examination of migration from the
early twentieth century to the present, drawing on a litera-
ture review and qualitative interviews (section 4). Explora-
tion of links between current migration patterns and
climate change then follows, based on climatological data
in the Upper West region from the last 50 years as well as
a household survey, focus group discussions, and semi-
structured interviews (section 5). Finally, we discuss our
results and conclude (section 6).

Our overall analysis presents two main arguments: first,
current migratory patterns are embedded in colonial and
(post)colonial governance practices and interventions, and,
second, climate variability and change are increasingly impor-
tant in migration decisions but cannot be solely attributed to
those. Rather, climate change - and environmental factors
more generally - act as an added stressor to already changing
migratory patterns. These findings suggest the need for
increased focus on the role of historical and contemporary
governance practices in shaping migration in and from climate
change-affected areas. This is both to better understand -
rather than presuppose — drivers of migration and to support

more nuanced research and policy responses on climate-
related migration.

2. Conceptual and methodological approach

To examine the role of climate change in shaping migration,
we draw on a political ecology approach supported by climate
mobility literature. We use political ecology to shed light on
the current and historical factors shaping climate-related
migration, drawing on political ecology’s strengths in linking
environmental and political factors with differentiated vulner-
abilities within a population. As a field, it grew out of the pol-
itical economy and ecology approaches, combining the two
(Bryant, 1992; Bryant & Bailey, 1997). It further links these fac-
tors to differentiated vulnerability and outcomes for different
groups within a population, with vulnerability understood as
‘a social-historical product’ (Ribot, 2014, p. 669). Political ecol-
ogy has therefore been increasingly applied to understanding
political and historical dimensions of vulnerability and adap-
tation to climate change (Lindegaard, 2020; Radel et al,
2018; Taylor, 2015). It has also been used within migration lit-
erature to analyze how inequalities shape internal (Carr, 2008)
and international (Ribot et al., 2020) migration patterns, and
the relationship between extractive development policies and
different types of migration (Barney, 2012).

For the purposes of this article, political ecology casts atten-
tion to (1) interactions between structural factors, political
interventions, and ecological conditions across temporal and
spatial scales and (2) how these contribute to particular
socio-ecological conditions, differentiated vulnerabilities, and
adaptive responses. Specifically, we draw on political ecology
to structure and focus our analysis, which is divided into
two sections: Section 3 offers an analysis of the political ecol-
ogy of climate-related migration from a historical perspective.
It provides a historical account of shifting environmental,
socio-political, and migration dynamics in the case area. Sec-
tion 4 examines climate change and contemporary migration
patterns, considering these on the basis of the previous histori-
cal analysis. It provides an analysis of climate data from the last
50 years, documenting climate changes, and couples this with
an analysis of contemporary migration patterns and
perspectives.

To operationalize our analysis of climate-related
migration, we draw on migration and mobility literature, par-
ticularly finding inspiration in recent scholarship on ‘climate
mobilities’ (Boas et al., 2022; Wiegel et al., 2019). Drawing on
the mobilities literature (e.g. Sheller & Urry, 2006), this scho-
larship considers mobility as neither novel nor exceptional
and pays attention to how mobility practices related to cli-
mate change are ‘interrelated, shaped by and reinforcing
unequal power relations’ (Boas et al., 2022, p. 3368). This
complements political ecology’s attention to historical and
political factors and allows particular insight into how these
have shaped the development and practice of ‘climate mobi-
lities” including migration. In addition, climate mobilities lit-
erature also attends to differentiation within a population,
and how this is shaped by structural factors, with a valuable
addition of considering personal factors. When analyzing
the differentiality of mobilities, authors point to ‘why people



have uneven capabilities and aspirations for im/mobility
practices, grounded in both personal and structural factors’
(Wiegel et al., 2019, p. 4).

While drawing on climate mobilities literature, we focus in
this article on climate-related migration specifically. We use
the term migration to indicate that we examine mobility prac-
tices involving movement outside the community and house-
hold for a shorter or longer time, rather than the full spectrum
of mobilities, such as localized, frequent movements to mar-
kets, farmland, schools, or water sources for instance. In term-
ing it ‘climate-related’, we wish to accentuate that the link
between migration and climate change needs to be investigated
rather than assumed. As Boas et al. observe, migration in
relation to climate change often erroneously ‘tends to be inter-
preted as representing one-off, long-distance and cross-border
movements of large groups of people’ (2022, p. 3368). We
agree that such representations are misleading. Indeed, as
will become clear, the kinds of mobility we refer to in this
article may be circular and recurrent rather than one-oft and
one-directional, the time span varies from short-term to per-
manent, and migration predominantly takes place within
Ghana.

Methodologically, we triangulate secondary and primary
data on climatic developments, household practices, and indi-
vidual and community perspectives on perceptions of
migration and climate change. Secondary data consists of
findings from a literature review of, primarily, geographical
and sociological studies of north-south migration in Ghana
from a historical perspective. Likewise, we analyze climatologi-
cal data on rainfall and temperature data from weather moni-
toring stations in the Upper West capital of Wa from 1970 to
2020, provided by the Ghana Meteorological Agency (GMA).

Located in the Guinea and Sudan Savannah ecoregions that
stretch across West Africa, the Upper West region experiences
a single rainy season with mean annual rainfall between 840
and 1400 mm, though this can vary considerably between
years (Owusu & Waylen, 2009). We particularly zoom in on
the Jirapa and Wa West districts (see Figure 1), selected to rep-
resent different levels of economic development and resource
endowment, with the Jirapa district relatively more urbanized
and with more irrigation for farming than the Wa West Dis-
trict. Rain-fed agriculture, with its susceptibility to tempera-
tures and rainfall (Owusu & Waylen, 2009; Yaro et al,
2015), remains the main economic activity in these areas,
with the implication that climate change is likely to impact
livelihoods. Out-migration is common as well (GSS, 2018),
making these localities relevant sites for analysis of the
relationship between climate change and migration, with a
view to local variation as well.

Primary data was generated through a sequential explana-
tory mixed methods design (Ivankova et al., 2006), which
entails the collection and analysis of first quantitative and sub-
sequently qualitative data. The research was carried out in
eight enumeration areas in the Jirapa and Wa West districts
and commenced with a small exploratory study with inter-
views and focus group discussions undertaken in 2019 to sup-
port the formulation of questions for the main study. The
household survey was conducted in 2021 and covered 403
households” by a team of Ghanaian enumerators. A Yamane
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sample size determination method (1967) and a stratified
sampling technique with household listing, with migration sta-
tus — i.e. one or more household members not living in the
household - were used as the criteria for classification, dis-
tinguishing between internal migrants, international migrants,
or no migrants. The survey was based on a structured ques-
tionnaire with variables including demographic characteristics
of respondents, economic activities, adaptation to climate
change, perceptions of governance issues, and migration.
The analysis in this paper largely involves bivariate analysis
of the relationship between background variables, such as dis-
trict, and migration.

After the collection and analysis of the survey data, research
assistants and Ghana team members conducted interviews
with 29 household representatives (14 males and 15 females)
purposively selected based on the survey data to include
households with or without migrants, respectively. Interviews
were also conducted with 12 key informants (ten male and two
female assembly members and agricultural extension officers)
in 2021. These interviews sought to obtain comprehensive
qualitative information on perceptions of climate change, live-
lihoods, climate adaptation strategies, governance issues, and
migration.

Finally, focus group discussions were used at both the
exploratory and main data collection stages. During the explora-
tory stage, the Ghana team organized three focus group discus-
sions to obtain information on adaptation to climate change,
livelihoods, and migration, followed by 14 additional focus
group discussions after the survey. Separate discussions were
held with women, men, and youth in groups of 6-12 persons
to ensure participation (see Teye et al., 2021). Both interviews
and focus group discussions were recorded, transcribed, and
analyzed thematically, with identification, review, and naming
of codes and themes (see Nowell et al., 2017). Perceptions of
change - e.g. narratives of historical transformation of the
weather, agricultural practices, or migration — were central
elements in individual interviews and focus group discussions
alike where the former highlighted individual perceptions and
the latter revolved around major environmental and socio-
economic issues. Quotations from this material provide depth
and rich illustrations of the major analytical findings in the
paper as well as serve as a means of honing the insights and
experiences of our respondents.

We combine this new data with the rich existing literature
on migration from the northern savannah zone (e.g. Abdul-
Korah, 2011; Awumbila & Ardayfio-Schandorf, 2008; Lattof
etal., 2018; Teye et al., 2017). By linking these sources, we pro-
vide additional insights to the few studies that have systemati-
cally examined linkages between migration and climate change
from a historical perspective (for an exception, see van der
Geest, 2011) - offering insights not only into Northern
Ghana but also to understandings of climate-related migration
more broadly.

3. The political ecology of climate-related
migration from a historical perspective

We now turn to the analysis of how environmental factors
have interacted with political and socio-economic factors to
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Figure 1. Map of Ghana showing study districts. Source: Authors own construct.

shape migratory patterns in four historical periods in Ghana,
differentiated by major political changes and regimes. Based
on the literature review and historical narratives from the
qualitative material, this section examines the emergence and
development of north-south migration patterns from the
Savannah zone where (the area that became) the Upper
West region is included.

3.1. Colonial labour extraction (1906-1957)

Environmental conditions in the Savannah zone of Ghana
have historically been less favourable for crop production,
compared with regions in the forest zone in the central part
of the country, and men in the region were known to migrate

in search of fertile lands for agrarian livelihoods, even before
the colonial era (Bening, 1975). Migration was also spurred
by conflict and slave raids (Cleveland, 1991).

Migration patterns changed dramatically when the region
was colonized by the British at the beginning of the twentieth
century, with the name of the Gold Coast. To deal with the
shortage of labour in the southern part of the colony where
the colonial capital was located, the colonial administration
designated the northern Savannah zone as a labour reserve.
From about 1906 to 1927, the colonial government recruited
labour from the region for the mines, railway and road con-
struction, and plantations in the south (Bening, 1975; Lentz,
2006). Furthermore, labour quotas were imposed on kings
and chiefs to supply strong men periodically to various



colonial installations and production centres there. Indeed, the
colonial government’s report of 1914 stressed that the remark-
able growth in the cocoa industry — which contributed mas-
sively to the colonial government’s prosperity - hinged on
labour flows from the north (Songsore & Denkabe, 1995).

In addition to labour extraction, the colonial government
engaged in a deliberate policy of depriving northern Ghana
of crucial development because of the perception that this
zone did not have lucrative natural resources. Other reasons
for deprivation were related to environmental factors,
especially poor soils and harsh climate. Consistent with the
argument of Boone (2003) that colonial policies in Africa did
not favour areas with less natural resource endowments, the
colonial agricultural policies in Ghana only focused on cocoa
and oil palm which were key export commodities (Amanor
et al., 2020).

Climate stress and poor harvest also contributed to out-
migration in the early colonial period, in addition to forced
labour. During periods of drought and famine, many people
from the northern territories migrated seasonally to the
south to labour in the mines and plantations for in-kind
food and wages to help their families survive (Songsore & Den-
kabe, 1995). For instance, towards the end of 1922, serious
famine brought about by drought and crop failure resulted
in massive out-migration, as captured below:

Reports reaching the Chief Commissioner spoke of a growing

threat of famine in north Mamprusi, Builsa and Zuarungu districts

where villagers were reported to be eating grass weed. Due to the
famine many young men between the ages of fifteen and thirty-five

were forced to migrate in search of work in the mines (Anarfi and
Kwankye, 2003:11).

As a centre-periphery relationship emerged between the
northern and the southern parts of the colony, labour
migration from the region increased, also after the forced
labour regime was over in 1927. The news of a booming
cocoa industry with many farm job opportunities in the
south attracted people from the northern regions and initiated
a largely seasonal migration pattern that continued to boost
the production of cocoa (Amin, 1974; Songsore & Denkabe,
1995; Yaro, 2004). Likewise, the more favourable conditions
for growing crops shaped migratory patterns during colonial-
ism, highlighting the importance of environmental dimensions
as well (van der Geest et al., 2010).

3.2. Economic crisis and fluctuating migration flows
(1957-1983)

In the early post-colonial era, worsening inequalities further
spurred migration from the Upper West region and other
parts of northern Ghana, especially in times of climate stresses
and shocks (van der Geest, 2011; Yaro, 2004). Some seasonal
migrants began to settle more permanently in the forest zone
in the Brong Ahafo and Ashanti regions to start their own
farms. Migration from the region to the south increased stea-
dily until 1970, with environmental change, especially declin-
ing rainfall, vegetation loss, and declining soil quality, as a
significant driver (van der Geest et al., 2010). As shown in
the statement below by a key informant, these factors were
exacerbated by unbalanced development policies:
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Unreliable rainfall and poor soils were the reasons why migration
started in this region. However, the failure of the governments to
address these problems worsened the situation. Although Nkru-
mah [the first president of Ghana] tried to establish factories in
all regions, the regions along the coast benefited more as they
already had better infrastructure. So more people moved to the
coastal towns to work.

The period 1970-1984, however, saw a sharp decline in out-
migration from north to the south (van der Geest et al,
2010). This period witnessed widespread droughts, economic
crisis, political instability, and high food prices all over the
country. The droughts and bush fires in 1978, 1979, 1982,
and 1983 effectively crippled the struggling Ghanaian econ-
omy (Songsore & Denkabe, 1995). Agricultural opportunities
were lacking in the south of the country (Teye & Nikoi,
2022), and potential migrants lacked the capital to migrate
beyond known places. In some cases, economic hardships
led to forced return migration to rural regions including the
Upper West region. This was the case of a 78-year-old respon-
dent who reported that he returned to Jirapa in 1983 from the
port city of Tema, located next to the capital of Accra. He
stated:

I came back from Tema to settle here during the 1983 [economic]
crisis because I lost my job at CMB [Cocoa Marketing Board] and I
was struggling to survive in Accra. I couldn’t pay rent, so I decided
to come home. Some of my friends who were also labourers in
other parts of Ghana also came home. Because we came back
home with nothing, many of those living here were no more
motivated to migrate to Accra.

For this man and many others, the economic decline of labour
markets and the agricultural sector in Ghana and neighbour-
ing West African countries caused widespread unemployment
in the 1970s and 1980s meant that internal - and more broadly
regional — migration destinations no longer offered livelihood
opportunities. The large-scale expulsion of Ghanaian labour
migrants from Nigeria in 1983 (and again in 1985) further
strained the economy (Bob-Milliar & Bob-Milliar, 2013; Kleist,
2017). Other respondents corroborated the fact that migration
from the region declined during the economic crisis but attrib-
uted it to a lack of financial resources to fund migration.

This situation demonstrates that environmental disasters
have differentiated effects. While migration increased follow-
ing the drought and ensuing famine in 1922, as mentioned
in section 3.1, it decreased during the political and economic
crises of the 1970s and 1980s, due to the absence of livelihood
opportunities in major urban centres and other established
migration destinations as well as lack of funds for potential
migration. Hence, socio-economic disasters alone do not result
in increased migration (Black et al., 2011), accentuating that it
is pertinent to incorporate other factors in the analysis.

3.3. Deepening spatial inequalities and diversification
of migration (1984-2010)

From 1984 and onwards, we see a mega-trend of diversifica-
tion of migrants, types of migration, and destinations. Follow-
ing increasing rainfall and an improved economy in the
southern part of Ghana, migration from the Upper West
region was on the rise again. In 1984, the Economic Recovery
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Program (ERP) and the Structural Adjustment Programs
(SAP), prescribed by the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund, were implemented, boosting cash crop pro-
duction in southern and central parts of Ghana.

As was the case in the colonial era, the efforts by the govern-
ment and its development partners to support cash crop pro-
duction reinforced spatial inequalities, as only southern and
central Ghana possesses ecological conditions suitable for
most export tree crops, including cocoa (Boafo-Arthur,
1999). Likewise, these areas have rich mineral resources.
Industrialization, which sought to add value to Ghana’s pri-
mary products through food processing, also largely benefited
southern towns only, as did heavy investments made in the
mining sector and the construction of roads and other infra-
structure (Songsore & Denkabe, 1995). A government official
highlighted these issues when contemplating the current
north-south disparities:

I think the PNDC government could have used the Structural
Adjustment Programme to promote economic development in
the north. That would have reduced migration from the Upper
West which is now the poorest region in Ghana.

As reflected in this quote, the expected trickle-down effects of
REP and SAP, expected to benefit the whole country in terms
of employment for labour, did not materialize (Canagarajah
et al, 2001; Yaro, 2004). Rather, spatial inequalities were
cemented and deepened. As a result, labour migration from
the northern Savannah continued and diversified with increas-
ing participation of women, youth, and children. Whereas
many men from northern Ghana still preferred rural desti-
nations in the forest zone where they worked on farms
(Yaro, 2004), women and youth started moving to urban des-
tinations where they often found work in the informal sector
(Anarfi & Appiah, 2009), especially women and young girls
working as head porters (locally referred to as kayayei). This
trend is also reflected in the 2000 and 2010 censuses that indi-
cate a continued increase in women migrants from the Upper
West region and northern savannah zone more generally.

3.4. Continuities and social transformations (2010-
present)

Today, as in the colonial and post-colonial periods, migration is a
dominant livelihood strategy in the Savanna Zone (Yaro, 2004),
with the Upper West being the most dominant migrant-sending
region in Ghana. Our survey results show that about 65% of
households in Wa West and 66.5% of their counterparts in the
Jirapa district have at least one member that has migrated either
temporarily or permanently in the last ten years. The profile of
migrants evidences some changes though. While migrants used
to be largely adult men (van der Geest, 2011), over 70% of current
migrants are younger adults (18-35 years old), with about 10%
under 18 years, as shown in Table 1.

Female migration is also prominent. Survey data shows that
of the 271 persons who migrated from the surveyed house-
holds in the Wa West district in the last 10 years, 64 (24%)
were females while the number was 72 women out of 232
migrants (31%) in the Jirapa case. The importance of female
migration was well noted by research participants in focus

Table 1. Distribution of migrants from 403 selected households in the Upper
West region by Age.

Age in Years Number %
Less than 18 59 10.3
18-25 211 36.7
26-35 202 35.1
36-45 69 12
46-60 28 49
Above 60 6 1
Total 575 100

Source: GCM Household Survey (2021, see Footnote 1).

group discussions. An 80-year-old elderly woman put it this
way:

Earlier, it was the men who used to travel, but nowadays poverty
and hardship is affecting everybody. Now, some of the women
also travel. The youth are even mostly migrating today. This
time, the women find different job opportunities than the men
when they travel to the south.

The underpinning social transformations and changing gender
relations related to these changes in migratory patterns were
also discussed. A 27-year-old man whose wife had migrated
to Accra explained how migration decisions, economic con-
ditions, and gender relations may interact:

When she [my wife] said she wanted to go to Accra to join her sis-
ter to work there, I was not happy about it. I tried to convince her
to stay and take care of the children here. She told me that she
would only stay if I can give her money to start a business. But I
don’t have that money she requested. If I had money, I could
have controlled her movement. We are men but without money,
so it is the women who decide where they want to stay.

A 70-year-old woman further highlighted how gender
relations that prescribe male authority over women changes,
when men cannot provide, and women engage in migration:

More women are now migrating because of economic hardship. It
is the man in the family that is responsible to provide for his wife
and children; and here is the case when he has nothing to offer.
When the woman realizes that her husband is broke and cannot
provide for her, she will have to devise a way of fulfilling her
needs and that of her kids. That has always led to their migration.
The man cannot stop the woman from migrating because he is
unable to provide for her.

Such quotations illustrate changing norms of women’s
migration to the south to work, reflecting increased female
autonomy and socio-economic change (Darkwah et al., 2019;
Setrana & Kleist, 2022; Teye et al, 2017). Care must be
taken, however, in emphasizing the feminization of migration
as men still dominate migration from the Upper West region,
as we have seen. Rather, the articulations above reflect trans-
formations in gender relations and relative changes in

Table 2. Destination of the migrants from the Upper West region by gender
(percent).

Destination of the migrant Male Female Total
In a different community within this district 3.0 16.9 6.3
In another district in the same region 17.5 30.2 20.5
In another region in Ghana 784 529 724
International (Africa) 0.5 0.0 0.4
International (Europe) 0.2 0.0 0.2
International (Americas) 0.5 0.0 0.4
Total 100 100 100

Source: GCM Household Survey (2021).
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migratory patterns. This is also reflected in Table 2 which
demonstrates that while the majority (72%) of both men and
women have moved to another region in Ghana, men (still)
tend to move farther than women, with inter-regional
migrants more likely to be men and the very few international
migrants all males.

The table thus indicates that alarmist media and policy nar-
ratives of an exodus of climate-related migrants from Africa to
Europe have no empirical evidence in our case (cf. Awumbila
etal., 2014). While it is straightforward to dismiss such percep-
tions, what about the types of contemporary migration that
actually take place? To answer that question, we first examine
the extent to climate change has taken place in the study sites
and then turn to how research participants perceive climate
change in the area and its impact on migration.

4, Climate change and contemporary migration
patterns

When it comes to measurable climatology in the Upper West,
the picture is clear: the Upper West region has been experien-
cing increased temperatures and irregular rainfall over the last
50 years (Teye et al., 2021). Both the maximum temperature
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ruct based on data from the Ghana Meteorological Agency.

(Figure 2) and the mean minimum temperature (Figure 3)
for Wa have increased for all months (though less significantly
during September and October) during the last two decades
(1996-2019). In addition, the mean maximum temperature
for the last two decades is higher than the long-term average
(1970-2019) for all months.

There is also a significant deviation of annual rainfall values
from the long-term mean of 1009.9 mm. As shown in Figure 4,
the rainfall data for Wa shows an extended period of rainfall
deficit from 1980 to 1990. Again, the rainfall distribution
from the year 2010 has mainly been below the long-term
mean. Earlier publications by climate scientists focused more
on declining rainfall (see Ghana Environmental Protection
Agency, 2012; Owusu & Waylen, 2009), while our analysis
shows increasing — but irregular — annual rainfall in the last
few years (e.g. 2018 and 2019).

4.1. ‘People migrate from this community for many
reasons’

One thing is to document climate change and climate variabil-
ity, another is to assess its implications. To assess the role of
climate change in shaping migration patterns, the household
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Figure 3. Mean monthly minimum temperature (Tn) for Wa. Source: Authors’ construct based on data from the Ghana Meteorological Agency.
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Figure 4. Normalized rainfall anomaly for Wa (1970-2019). Source: Authors’ construct based on data from the Ghana Meteorological Agency.

survey therefore included questions about reasons for house-
hold members’ migration, as shown in Table 3. While care
must be taken in interpreting these responses, as some
migrants may not fully inform relatives about their migration,
the results indicate that a majority of both male and female
migrants have left their community to ‘hustle’ (colloquial
term to look for opportunities) or to pursue better employ-
ment or educational opportunities elsewhere. This is consist-
ent with earlier studies indicating that economic factors are
the dominant drivers of migration in the Upper West region
(see Awumbila, 2006; Teye et al., 2017). We further see that
marriage is an important reason for women’s migration,
demonstrating the continued importance of socio-cultural
practices from a gender perspective.

Despite the prevalence of climate change in migration dis-
cussions as well as the observable changes in weather patterns,
it is striking that only 2.5% of the surveyed household repre-
sentatives — and only men - mentioned drought as a reason
for migration. Lack of farming land generated a slightly higher
but still relatively small response. This indicates that climate
change may constitute an indirect or predisposing driver
that ‘contribute[s] to the creation of a context in which
migration is more likely’ (van Hear et al., 2018, p. 931). For
instance, people reporting failing production as a reason for
migration may be affected by climate change. Unreliable rain-
fall and inadequate irrigation facilities also make farming less
profitable in the region (Mendes et al., 2014), cementing and

Table 3. Main reasons for migration from the Upper West.

Reasons for Migration Male Female All
Percent  Percent  Percent  Frequency

Education 10.5 184 124 71
Marriage 0.0 235 5.6 32
Employment opportunity 24.2 18.4 22.8 131
Hustling/look for opportunities 49.2 338 45.6 262
Lack of farming land 3.9 0.7 3.1 18
Failing production 3.0 0.7 2.4 14
Lack of work here 203 10.3 17.9 103
Floods 0.2 0.0 0.2 1
Drought 25 0.0 1.9 1
Other 20.7 13.2 19.0 109
Total 1344 119.1 130.8 752

Source: GCM Household Survey (2021).

aggravating poverty. Indeed, the incidence of poverty in the
Upper West region has declined only slowly from 88.4% in
1991/92 to 70.9% in 2016/17 (GSS, 2018) and remains the
highest in Ghana.

While survey results thus were relatively vague in terms of
directly attributing climate change as a reason for migration,
focus group participants repeatedly described changes in
temperature and rainfall patterns and their effect on agricul-
tural production and livelihoods. ‘These days, things have
changed’, stated a 55-year-old male farmer, and continued:

The rainfall pattern is not good. In the past, when we were return-
ing from ‘jonga’ [dry-season migration], after casual labour in
March to April, we were always late [to join the farming]. By
then all our peers at home might have finished planting but now
it is not like that. Now one can come around the 6th month
[June] but people are still planting.

While a two-three-month delay in rainfall may mean that sea-
sonal migrants can catch up on planting, fluctuating rainfall
disturbs crop production and livelihoods, with widespread
repercussions. A 28-year-old female focus group participant
stated the challenges eloquently:

The rain doesn’t come at the time that we need it. So, we delay in
our farming season. When it starts falling too, it falls excessively
which again destroys the crops.... We are standing in front of
two major problems now, including lack of food and lack of
accommodation. The excessive rain has collapsed our houses.
Another issue is that nowadays we are forced by hardships to
move to the south in order to look for food and come back to
feed our children.

As these two quotations illustrate, research participants experi-
ence rainfall patterns as characterized by delay, unpredictabil-
ity, and severity, resulting in changing planting and harvesting
patterns. Furthermore, the destruction of crops and housing
leads to food insecurity. In the last quotation, such conditions
are directly related to migration, but, as a 62-year-old farmer
observed:

People migrate from this community for many reasons. We can
say poverty is the main reason, but some people migrate just to
know the city, and some go to join their husbands. Some of the
young people also want to enjoy the city life. Also, people migrate
because of poor harvest caused by poor soils and especially the



rains. These days the rainfall has been changing and bringing more
short spells and making it difficult to farm. So young people who
want money will migrate when there is low income here from
farms.

While social relations and curiosity about city life are impor-
tant factors, poverty and lack of jobs are clearly identified as
key reasons for migrating. Likewise, the pursuit of education
- another potentially important factor in improving one’s
life and future - stands out as well, especially for women. As
documented in the previous section, these drivers have been
produced through many decades of skewed development pol-
icies by colonial and subsequently post-colonial governments,
continuously shaping north-south migration. Again, we see
how migration serves as a livelihood during challenging
times that may be intensified by climate change, emphasizing
the point that environmental factors may strengthen existing
migration patterns as well as shape new ones - insofar as econ-
omic opportunities and other factors are in place.

5. Discussion and conclusions

This paper set out to explore migration from dryland areas that
are affected by climate change and variability and from where
there are established migratory practices and livelihoods, with
the Upper West region in Ghana as a case study. It thereby
contributes to the overall literature on the causal relationship
between climate change and migration and its intricacies,
examining whether climate-related migration can clearly be
identified and is qualitatively different from other types of
migration.

Taking a political ecology approach, we have incorporated a
historical perspective, paying attention to political, economic,
and socio-cultural dimensions and, thereby, the (re-)pro-
duction of structural inequalities. Likewise, we have analyzed
meteorological data in a long-term perspective to assess
whether and how climate change occurs in the studied area.
This analysis as well as quantitative and qualitative data all
demonstrate the pertinence of changed weather patterns, in
particular long-term changes in temperature and rainfall. Fur-
thermore, the repercussions for farming and the links to
migration were highlighted in individual and focus group dis-
cussions. Or, in other words: what we can term climate-related
migration from the Upper West region does occur but cannot
be identified as a singular form of migration. Below, we present
five analytical implications of this.

First, our historical analysis shows that contemporary
migration from the Upper West region and its modes, desti-
nations, and underpinning conditions to a large degree follow
migratory patterns established during colonial and post-colo-
nial regimes. Recruitment policies and unbalanced economic
policies adopted in the colonial era established, cemented,
and deepened structural inequalities between the northern
and southern parts of Ghana that still exist today, laying the
foundation for current south-bound migratory patterns. At
the same time, the failure on the part of successive post-inde-
pendence governments to promote balanced development is
among the key reasons for the increasing outward mobility
from places experiencing climate change and variability.
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Thus, our findings accentuate the complexity of the relation-
ship between climate change and migration.

Second, we find an interesting contrast between the reasons
given for migration decisions in the household survey where
climate change is less significant than economic and employ-
ment opportunities, followed by marriage for women, and
education for both men and women. In the interviews, chan-
ged weather patterns — particularly fluctuation and delay in
rainfall - were consistently emphasized as respondents high-
lighted historical change and its repercussions. We propose
that this is an expression of climate change as a predisposing
driver (van Hear et al., 2018); that is, as an underlying con-
dition that indirectly shapes the likelihood of migration
through its derived consequences, especially rain-fed farming.
Likewise, perceptions of better opportunities elsewhere -
including employment but also of city life and non-farming
livelihoods - are more significant than environmental chal-
lenges that may be experienced as business as usual, even if
they are intensifying. In other words, we cannot presuppose
that climate change is the most important challenge for people
living in climate change-affected areas.

Third, we have shown that severe socio-natural disasters do
not automatically increase migration, as is often predicted.
Rather, they have differing effects, pending on socio-economic
conditions of migrants and more generally of their settlement
and home areas. There is thus no mono-causal relationship
between disasters and migration. While drought, floods, or
other expressions of climate change may spur out-migration,
maybe even significantly so, the drought and bushfires of the
1980s did not lead to an increase in migration from the
Upper West region, on the contrary. This demonstrates the
pertinence of economic, social, and political factors, not least
in relation to livelihood-related migration, where the existence
of actual economic opportunities is central and where the pres-
ence of family in one’s area of origin offers a sense of recipro-
city and security (cf. Geschiere & Gugler, 1998; Kleist, 2017).
We should add here that devastating disasters or conflicts
that make an area uninhabitable may change such dynamics,
but this is not the focus of this paper. Or, in other words,
migration is multi-dimensional and can rarely be attributed
to just one factor (cf. UNDP, 2019).

Fourth, we highlight the importance of including socio-cul-
tural transformations in the analysis, particularly in relation to
gender and age. It is striking that especially male respondents
articulate women’s independent migration as a loss of mascu-
line authority, caused by economic distress and reflecting
wider societal development. Feminization of migration -
understood as a rising percentage rather than a majority of
female migrants — is indeed a major trend in Ghana and
West Africa more generally (Setrana & Kleist, 2022). Male-
dominated seasonal migration was the dominant form of
mobility during colonization and until around the turn of
the millennium, when more women, youth, and even children
migrated to urban centres in southern Ghana to work in the
informal sector. Rural areas in the forest zone are still impor-
tant destinations for seasonal farm work though.

Fifth and finally, we conclude that climate change intensifies
migratory patterns and the reliance on migration as a livelihood
strategy for poor rural populations (cf. Radel et al., 2018). Our
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analysis demonstrates that migration as a phenomenon is co-
constituted by colonial and post-colonial governance practices
and continuous structural inequalities. Attributing migration to
climate change only - or, for that matter, to the whims of the
youth longing for the city lights — without understanding its
political and historical dimension would paint a skewed picture
as well as depoliticize climate-related migration by overlooking
past and present political responsibilities.

Notes

1. This article draws on research from the Governing Climate Mobi-
lity (GCM) program, a collaborative research program conducted
by researchers in Ghana, Ethiopia and Denmark. It is part of a
special section on the role of governance in shaping climate-related
mobility.

2. The final sample of 403 households is due to technicalities during
the survey. Whereas 430 households were originally selected, 27
households either refused to participate or did not qualify.
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