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Discussion PAPer series
The Africa Initiative Discussion Paper Series presents policy-relevant, 
peer-reviewed, field-based research that addresses substantive issues 
in the areas of conflict resolution, energy, food security, health, migration 
and climate change. The aim of the series is to promote discussion and 
advance knowledge on issues relevant to policy makers and opinion 
leaders in Africa. Papers in this series are written by experienced African 
and Canadian researchers, and have gone through the grant review 
process, or, in select cases, are commissioned studies supported by the 
Africa Initiative research program.

AfricA initiAtive
The Africa Initiative (AI) is a multi-year, donor-supported program, with 
three components: a research program, an exchange program and an 
online portal. A joint undertaking by CIGI in cooperation with Makerere 
University, the AI aims to contribute to the deepening of Africa’s capacity 
and knowledge in five thematic areas: conflict resolution, energy, food 
security, health and migration — with special attention to the crosscutting 
issue of climate change. By incorporating field-based research, 
strategic partnerships and online collaboration, the AI is undertaking 
a truly interdisciplinary and multi-institutional approach to Africa’s 
governance challenges. Work on the core areas of the initiative focus on 
supporting innovative research and researchers, and developing policy 
recommendations as they relate to the program’s core thematic areas.

reseArch ProgrAm
The Africa Initiative (AI) research program supports field-based research 
on governance issues critical to the continent in five core thematic areas: 
conflict resolution, energy, food security, health and migration — with 
special attention to the crosscutting theme of climate change. Identified 
research priorities aim to inform and influence African policy and policy 
affecting Africa within the outlined thematic areas mentioned above. 
Research produced under the program is packaged in outputs, including 
authored research papers, policy briefs and compiled special reports — 
all available for download on the Africa Portal. 

On an occasional basis, the AI invites submissions and recommendations 
for future priorities to be addressed within the research program. Future 
calls for papers and proposals will be advertised widely, including on 
the Africa Portal (www.africaportal.org) and on the CIGI website (www.
cigionline.org).
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AbstrAct

Policy makers and academics often pay little attention to environmental 
drivers of migration in Egypt. This paper demonstrates that environmental 
factors are often the hidden cause of the migration of Egyptians from 
one region to another. The analysis is situated in the broader studies on 
migration, and also shows why the findings of this study are significant. 
The paper makes recommendations that will hopefully help policy makers 
in understanding the causes of environmental migration and assist them 
in developing policies to address the problem of environmentally induced 
migration in a sustainable way.

introDuction

On the surface, migration in Egypt appears to primarily be a reaction 
to economic problems. However, environmental degradation is a major 
factor influencing Egyptians’ decision to leave their place of birth and 
move to another region in the country.1 This paper demonstrates that 
environmental factors are often the hidden cause of economic migration 
that influences the movement of people from one region to another in 
Egypt. Scholarship on migration within Egypt often fails to either clearly 
identify the impact of environmental factors on economic hardships or 
pays little attention to the environmental drivers of migration. This paper 
contributes to the literature on environmental migration and climate 
change arising from both natural and man-made causes.

The paper is organized as follows. The section following this introduction 
situates the paper in the broader literature or studies on migration. The next 
section focuses on economic and environmental migration. This is followed 
by a discussion of Egypt’s agro-ecological zones, explaining why the findings 
of this migration research are significant. Next, the types of environmental 
degradation found in Egypt are explained. The fifth section lays out the 
research methodology, and the penultimate section discusses the research 
findings. The paper closes with the conclusions drawn from the research and 
includes recommendations that will aid policy makers in understanding the 
causes of environmental migration, assisting them in developing policies to 
address the problem in a sustainable way. The research was conducted as 
part of the Environmental Change and Forced Migration Scenarios (EACH-
FOR) research project, co-financed by the European Commission - Sixth 
Framework Programme and the Africa Initiative

1  The term “environmental degradation” is used in its broad sense, and includes soil 
salinization, soil pollution, wind and water erosion, sand dunes, urban encroachment and surface 
scraping for manufacturing red bricks.

the context

There are numerous and varied estimates of the number of people who 
have been and will be displaced or forced to migrate throughout this 
century. It is estimated that over 3.1 percent of the world’s population lived 
outside their country of birth for at least a year in 2010 (UN Population 
Division, 2010). Most of the 214 million people who crossed borders did 
so for economic reasons. However, a sizeable number were driven from 
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their place of birth by environmental factors. According to the International 
Federation of the Red Cross (IFRC) and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC, 
2003), the number of environmental refugees currently exceeds those 
who have been displaced by war. Estimates by the Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) (2002) show that 
24 million people around the world have fled due to floods, famine and 
other environmental factors; this surpasses the number of all other 
types of refugees. Klaus Toepfer from the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) expected the number of environmental migrants to 
reach 50 million by the end of 2010 (Boano et al., 2008), which created 
a huge discussion among academics and in the media at the beginning 
of 2011. The Intergovernmental Panel for Climate Change (IPCC) (2007) 
predicts that the number will reach 150 million by 2050. The Almeria 
Statement (1994) estimates 135 million people may be negatively 
affected by desertification and droughts. Robert Nicholls (2004) expects 
200 million environmental migrants by 2080, whereas the Friends of the 
Earth (2007) expects the same number by 2050, including one million in 
small island states. Norman Myers (2005) states that there are already 
200 million environmental migrants. Christian Aid (2007) classifies the 
expected environmental migrants by breaking down its predicted number 
of approx. 0.9 billion people by 2050 to 250 million people affected by 
droughts, floods and hurricanes and 645 million affected by dams and 
other development projects. Some of these estimates have been criticized 
(see for example, Black et al., 2008) given their highly speculative nature 
and dependence on variable indicators.

In northern Africa, and Egypt in particular, previous studies point to 
economic causes as the common triggers of migration, without referring to 
the possible environmental root causes. For example, Aldakhil (1999: 8–9) 
shows that “low-income levels in rural areas encourage people to move 
toward high-income urban and rural governorates,” and that “higher rates 
of origin unemployment tend to encourage migration from rural and urban 
areas, and higher rates of destination unemployment tend to discourage 
migration to rural and urban areas within Egypt.” In determining the 
causes of internal migration in Egypt, Zohry (2005: 13) states that 
“demographic pressure is not in itself a cause of migration; it becomes 
a causal factor when mediated through a relationship with economic 
resources such as employment, income or land.” Neither of these authors 
refers to the quality of the land or other types of environmental change 
or degradation as possible causes affecting economic conditions. Zohry 
(2005) mentions that rural youth, who represent the bulk of surplus 
workers in the agricultural sector in Egypt, have no way to survive except 
by migrating to cities, thereby referring to the rapid population growth that 
causes youth to compete over limited land, without stating explicitly that 
the deteriorating quality of the land due to environmental degradation can 
also be considered a trigger for internal migration.

economic AnD environmentAl migrAnts

There is no question that there are many factors interrelating and 
influencing the decision to migrate; according to Biermann (2001), 
there are no environmental refugees per se. It is important, therefore, to 
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detect the extent to which “environmental migrants” can be distinguished 
from “economic migrants,” whose decision to migrate is in some way 
affected by environmental degradation. Afifi and Warner (2008) included 
environmental variables (in addition to different economic, political, social, 
historical and cultural indicators) in a gravity model and related all these 
factors to migration. They found that the environment has a positive 
significant impact on the migration flows across countries, given the 
limitations of the model, including secondary data on migration stocks 
rather than flows.

Numerous terms have been used in different publications to describe the 
various categories of people affected by, and fleeing from, environmental 
problems, including environmental migrants, environmentally displaced 
persons, environmentally induced population movements, environmentally 
induced migrants, environmental emergency migrants, environmentally 
forced migrants, environmentally motivated migrants, eco-migrants, 
ecological refugees, “envirogees,” climate migrants, climate refugees and 
“climigrants.”2

The IOM defines environmental migrants as:

[T]hose persons or groups of persons who, for compelling reasons 
of sudden or progressive changes in the environment that 
adversely affect 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.3

Most definitions link economic factors to environmental degradation, 
which indirectly leads to migration. When addressing livelihood concerns, 
one cannot exclude food security, income and employment — economic 
factors that affected populations depend on for subsistence. Nevertheless, 
determining the extent to which only environmental problems contribute 
to the decision to migrate compared to other factors (including social 
and economic aspects) is difficult — especially when the key cause for 
migration is not a natural disaster, where people flee to survive without 
having adequate time to consider their livelihood in the long run.

This brings us to the definitions introduced by Renaud et al. (2008), where 
three distinct categories of environmental migrants are characterized:

•	 Environmental emergency migrants (those fleeing the worst of an 
environmental impact, either permanently or temporarily, usually in 
the case of rapid onset hazards, such as earthquakes, floods and 
tsunamis). In such cases, it is hard to incorporate economic factors, 
since migrants belonging to this category leave immediately to survive 
a potentially fatal event.

2  For examples, see International Organization for Migration [IOM], 1992; UNHCR, 2002; Black 
et al., 2008; Renaud et al., 2007; Renaud et al., 2008; Leighton, 2009; Wood, 2001; and Bronen, 2008).

3  This definition was put forward at the ninety-fourth session of the IOM Council. See 
background paper MC/INF/288: 1) available at: www.iom.int/jahia/webdav/site/myjahiasite/shared/
shared/mainsite/microsites/IDM/workshops/evolving_global_economy_2728112007/MC_INF_288_
EN.pdf.  It also appears in World Migration 2008: Managing Labour Mobility in the Evolving Global 
Economy, IOM, Geneva, p. 399, available at: http://publications.iom.int/bookstore/free/WMR_1.pdf.
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•	 Environmentally forced migrants (those who must leave to avoid the 
worst of environmental deterioration, usually in the case of slow-
onset hazards, including water and land degradation). In these 
cases, economic factors could be incorporated, since migrants in this 
category have the opportunity to consider that their economic situation 
would deteriorate due to environmental degradation.

•	 Environmentally motivated migrants (those who may leave a 
progressively worsening environment as a means of pre-empting 
the most severe impacts, usually in the case of a progressive loss of 
ecosystem services, including rising sea levels and desertification). In 
these instances, economic factors could also be incorporated, since 
migrants in this category have given thought to their future economic 
situation and are attempting to create a new economic scenario for 
their future elsewhere.

These definitions do not contradict Hugo’s suggestion that “population 
mobility is probably best viewed as being arranged along a continuum 
ranging from completely voluntary migration, in which the choice and will of 
the migrants is the overwhelmingly decisive element encouraging people 
to move, to completely forced migration, where the migrants are faced with 
death if they remain in their present place of residence ” (1996: 107).

Agro-ecologicAl Zones AnD migrAtion in 
egyPt

Ninety-seven percent of Egyptian land is desert and only 5 percent 
is actually occupied, by about 75 million people (Central Agency for 
Population Mobilization and Statistics [CAPMAS], 2007). Less than 
four percent of the land is appropriate for agriculture (Ministry of Water 
Resources and Irrigation Planning Sector, 2006). Most of the total area 
of Egypt (one million square kilometres) is arid and hyper-arid. Wind 
erosion affects about 90 percent of the total country area (Kholy, 1985). 
The country is divided into the following agro-ecological zones: the North 
Coastal Belts; the Nile Valley; Inland Sinai and the Eastern Desert; and 
the Western Desert, Oases and Southern Remote Areas (Arab Republic 
of Egypt Ministry of Agriculture and Land Reclamation, 2005). Agriculture 
production is mainly concentrated in the Nile Valley and Nile Delta, with 
the Nile River as the main source of irrigation and a population density 
of around 1,000 people per square kilometre (CAPMAS, 2007). Given 
these facts and figures, there is a strong probability of a link between 
desertification and all related environmental problems on one hand, and 
migration on the other.

Migration in Egypt is generally divided into internal and international 
migration. Historically, Egypt was a country of immigrants rather than 
emigrants; however, due to political, demographic and economic 
pressures in the 1950s, emigration became, temporarily, appealing to 
Egyptians. Migration from Egypt can be classified as temporary migration 
when migrating to Arab countries, such as Saudi Arabia, Libya, Kuwait, 
the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Yemen and Oman, and as permanent 
migration to other countries, such as the United States, Canada, Italy, 
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Australia, Greece, the Netherlands, France, England and Germany 
(CAPMAS, 2001). Given this paper’s focus on internal migration, it is 
important to note that environmental problems generally affect farmers 
and pastoralists who cannot afford to leave the country due to financial 
conditions and cultural reasons. While moving from the extreme south 
to the extreme north or vice versa within the borders of Egypt (a span of 
around 1,200 kilometres) is classified as internal migration, moving from 
one point in the Egyptian part of the city of Rafah to another point in the 
same city in the Gaza Strip (eastern Egypt) or from the Egyptian city El-
Salloum to the Libyan city El-Mossaed (a span of around one kilometre) is 
classified as international migration.

The trends of internal migration in Egypt have generally been from the 
south to the north (to the Suez Canal zone), from Egypt’s hinterland to 
Cairo and Alexandria, and from Egypt’s centre to its peripheries (Zohry, 
2005). Typical rural–urban migration decreased as a proportion of total 
migration from 24.6 percent to 13.1 percent between 1976 and 1986, 
remaining at that level between 1986 and 1996. Urban–rural migration 
increased from 6.5 percent to 10.3 percent of the total inter-governorate 
flows between 1976 and 1986, rising to 23 percent in 1996. Urban–urban 
migration is the highest, and fluctuated from 64.3 percent in 1976 to 72.9 
percent in 1986, dropping to 60.4 percent in 1996. Rural–rural migration 
was the least significant type of movement, at around 4 percent at the 
time of each census (Zohry, 2002).

It is difficult to find a direct link between the large areas in Egypt that 
are affected by environmental problems and migration, since previous 
studies focus on migration flows without taking environmental problems 
into account. Moreover, the Egyptian government’s introduction of desert 
reclamation projects in the 1980s encouraged people living along the Nile 
Valley to move to these newly reclaimed lands, which would indicate that 
Egypt’s desert areas are also often destination areas for some migrants. 
The exact number of these migrants is, therefore, not documented.

Figure 1: Reclaimed desert lands

The three zones that mainly rely on groundwater for irrigation in Egypt 
are the reclaimed desert lands in the fringes of the Nile Valley (Figure 
1), the Inland Sinai Desert and Eastern Desert, and the Western Desert, 
including oases and remote southern areas. With regard to the North 
Coastal zone, there are no reliable figures available on groundwater 
quantity and usage, but seasonal rain water is the main source of 
irrigation.
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environmentAl DegrADAtion in egyPt

Figure 2: Soil salinity

Environmental degradation in Egypt is reflected in various phenomena, 
among which are the following: salination, wind erosion, sand dune 
encroachment, urban encroachment, and soil scraping. One of the major 
causes is salination — 

a number of irrigated farmlands in the Nile Valley and Delta, as well as 
the newly reclaimed desert lands, are suffering from soil salinity (Figure 
2). Soil salinity has led to a reduction in productivity and increased the 
length of time required for reaching an acceptable productivity level for 
these lands, in turn, causing loss of effort, money and time. In order 
to compensate for the low productivity caused by soil salinity, organic 
fertilizers were used excessively, irresponsible agricultural management 
techniques were adopted, in addition to employing excess irrigation, which 
only served to enhance the problem, creating a vicious circle.

Figure 3: Water pollution

At the beginning of the 1970s, the impact of soil pollution due to the 
excessive use of chemical fertilizers after the construction of the Aswan 
High Dam in the late 1960s became apparent. Adding to the problem, 
many nutrient elements of the Nile Valley and Delta soil were depleted 
by extensive and frequent cropping, unsustainable irrigation water 
management and improper agricultural practices (Abdel-Wahab et al., 
2000).

Once the dam was completed, the annual additions of fertile sediments to 
the soil decreased; consequently, they lost much of their organic matter, 
total nitrogen and other nutritive elements (Science Research Academy, 
2000). Excessive use of chemical fertilizers continued, due to intensified 
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agricultural production in an attempt to reach the highest production 
possible per unit area. Soil pollution has also increased due to the 
misguided use of different pesticides. Wastewater drainage and industrial 
leakage into watercourses have exacerbated the problem, due to poor and 
inadequate implementation of pollution control regulations (Figure 3).

Wind erosion — due to Egypt’s arid climate and the increasing effects 
of climate change — is a major cause of land degradation, occurring in 
the Western and Eastern Deserts as well as the inland Sinai and coastal 
zones. Sand dunes and other sand forms are the most vulnerable to 
wind erosion and deposition in the coastal and inland deserts. Since 
wind erosion clearly leads to the drifting of surface soil layers, agricultural 
development, rural and urban settlements, road traffic and public health 
are all negatively affected.

Sand dunes occur not only in the Western Desert, encroaching on fertile 
sedimentary land, but also, to a lesser extent, in the Eastern Desert; they 
can lead to severe damage to lands and, in extreme cases, completely 
destroy villages (El-Hinnawi, 2001). The advancement of sand dunes into 
fertile land is only expected to increase as climate change and its impacts 
gain momentum in the coming years.

Two man-made problems that contribute to land degradation are urban 
encroachment and soil scraping. The expansion of cities and villages, and 
the establishment of industrial facilities and infrastructure, has lead to an 
increase in urban encroachment in Egypt. Urban encroachment reduces 
the land available for planting and cropping. Government action on this 
issue occurred in 1996, with a military order to stop and eliminate urban 
encroachments, which significantly limited such phenomena, but this order 
came relatively late to curb and stop its undesirable effects. Soil surface 
scraping for manufacturing red bricks had a negative impact on fertile lands. 
This activity has almost disappeared as a result of legislation issued in 1983 
and amended in 1985 (Arab Republic of Egypt Ministry of Agriculture and 
Land Reclamation, 2002). This law strictly forbids soil scraping.

In concrete numbers, around 30 percent of Egypt’s irrigated farmlands 
suffer from salinity. Of the northern cultivated lands and both Middle 
and Southern Delta regions, 60 percent and 20 percent respectively 
are considered to be salt-affected soils (Ouda, 1999: 37). Wind erosion 
affects about 90 percent of the total country area. On average, the rate of 
soil loss due to wind erosion in the Western Desert Oases is estimated 
to be between 4.5 and 66.9 ton/hectare/year (Arab Republic of Egypt 
Ministry of Agriculture and Land Reclamation, 2002). The area affected 
by sand dunes is estimated to be 1.6 million feddans.4 Since the 1960s, 
land productivity has decreased as a result of sand dunes by about 25 
percent (Arab Center for the Studies of Arid Zones and Dry Lands, 2000). 
The annual water erosion rate is estimated to be between 0.8 and 5.3 
ton/ha/year (Arab Republic of Egypt Ministry of Agriculture and Land 
Reclamation, 2005).

4  A feddan is an Egyptian/Arabic scale unit for measuring land size. 1 feddan = 24 kirat = 300 
kassabas = 4201 m² (0.42 hectare).
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From this brief overview of environmental degradation in Egypt, one 
can sense the serious environmental problems that Egypt is facing, 
especially given that these problems directly relate to the livelihoods of all 
Egyptians. To what extent are deteriorating economic and environmental 
conditions affecting livelihoods and to what extent are these economic 
and environmental factors causing displacement and migration in Egypt? 
These questions were addressed during the study’s field work component, 
and are analyzed in the sections below. The target group was mainly 
internal migrants — those who had moved from one region to another 
region within the country.5

5  Due to time and budget constraints, it was not possible to include international migrants in 
the sample and, therefore, the focus was on internal migration.

reseArch methoDology AnD geogrAPhic 
scoPe

A two-month field-research undertaking in the frame of the Environmental 
Change and Forced Migration Scenarios research project financed by the 
European Commission in the Sixth Framework Programme, took place in 
Egypt in 2007, producing a qualitative study based on two types of data 
collection: information collected through questionnaires with people who 
had left their homes for other cities/regions and expert interviews (with 
government officials, representatives of non-governmental organizations 
[NGOs] and university professors).

The migrants interviewed were people who had: left the Nile Valley 
and Delta for the slums of Cairo; left the oases and moved to Cairo 
city centre; moved from one area to another within the Nile Valley and 
Delta; or moved from fertile lands to the newly reclaimed desert lands. 
Information regarding their personal experiences was gathered, as well 
as stories about their parents, relatives and friends. Areas of focus were 
selected based on the identification of environmental hotspots in Egypt, 
while interviewee selection within these areas was done randomly, due 
to the limited awareness of the topic of environmental migration and 
the difficulties of accessing the target groups. The areas visited were, 
therefore, mainly villages where farmers who may have suffered from 
environmental degradation live, but also destination areas where people 
have settled.

The questionnaire was structured to include open-ended and closed 
questions, and covered other non-environmental factors that could have 
led to the migration of the interviewees, such as poverty and social 
problems. In particular, an attempt was made to discern the environmental 
factors that are contributing to deteriorating economic and livelihood 
conditions — in particular, when these conditions influence the decision 
to migrate. The questionnaire consisted of 31 questions divided into five 
sections:

•	 General introduction questions (original location, current location, 
whether environmental problems affected the decision to migrate at 
any point in the history of the interviewee);
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•	 Specific questions regarding the process of migration and the reasons 
that influenced their decision (more detailed questions included 
environmental, economic, political and social factors);

•	 Questions regarding livelihood, environment and migration (questions 
that directly linked the interviewee’s standard of living and economic 
situation to their decision to migrate);

•	 Questions regarding access to services (for example, schooling, 
medical services, credits and loans) that may have played a role in the 
decision to migrate; and

•	 Questions regarding the characteristics of the interviewee (for 
example, age, sex, education, marital status, and number of children).

In order to avoid the pre-orientation of interviewees, the questionnaire 
began with general questions pertaining to the reasons why the 
interviewees and their families migrated, and gradually shifted to the 
nature of their work, which was mainly farming and cattle herding. The 
questionnaire also included explicit questions about environmental 
problems that may have influenced the interviewee’s decision to migrate.6

Thirty-one questionnaires were filled out in total, 26 with people who 
have left their home region and five with people who have stayed. It 
is important to highlight the drawbacks associated with the limited 
number of questionnaires filled out in the field, especially given the wide 
geographical distribution of the interviewees throughout the country. 
Due to cultural reasons — in Egypt, males are responsible for their 
households and usually make the decision to migrate for the family — all 
the interviewees were males. Participant ages varied between 24 and 47. 
Locations visited include the newly reclaimed desert lands in Khatattba 
(Beheira) Western Cairo, El-Hossinia (Bahr El-Bakar) in the eastern part 
of the Nile Delta, Janakleese (Noubaria) in the western part of the Nile 
Delta, Doweika (a slum in Old Cairo) and Boulak (Cairo).

In addition to the questionnaires, 19 experts within 14 institutions in Egypt 
(See Annex) were interviewed to gather information on current thinking 
and trends within the subject area. Due to the lack of environmental 
migration specialists and experts, most of the interviews were conducted 
with either environmental or migration experts. Representatives from 
NGOs involved with humanitarian relief as well as UN programs were also 
interviewed.

6  Not all of those interviewed had made the decision to migrate themselves; some of them 
had to move with their parents during childhood or had not yet been born when the move occurred. 
The latter was particularly apparent in the case of surface scraping and urbanization in the 1980s.

finDings

Several key findings emerged from the data collected, both from the 
expert interviews and the migrant questionnaires. Most of the experts 
rejected the idea that there is a direct relationship between the 
environment and migration, reasoning that migration is mainly induced by 
poverty and unemployment. They emphasized the influence of economic 
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push factors in the regions of origin, and the economic pull factors in the 
regions of destination. Initially, environmental factors were not mentioned 
explicitly as a reason for moving to new areas by the migrants themselves, 
but poverty and unemployment were pointed out as the more specific 
reasons for migration. Following an in-depth analysis of the survey results, 
environmental issues were pinpointed to be a common root cause for 
migration, especially in the case of people migrating from rural areas. The 
decline in crop yields due to environmental degradation was identified as 
the main reason for interviewee unemployment or economic deprivation. 
They attributed the recent dip in crop yields to desertification — the most 
significant environmental problem in Egypt. It may take generations for its 
effects on migration to be fully observed.

The questionnaire revealed another set of findings. A total of 72 percent 
of the migrants interviewed indicated that environmental problems had 
affected their decision to move, with 69 percent of them making the 
decision to move without anyone’s influence. The remainder migrated as 
a result of their families’ decision to do so. In all, 48 percent of migrants 
anticipated future environmental problems would affect their decision 
to migrate to another location, 63 percent of them are planning to leave 
current location due specifically to environmental problems. Interviewees 
who were not willing to leave were either attached to their regions or have 
adapted to the environmental problems they now face.

Migration is particularly discernible within the Nile Valley and Delta. For 
the most part, migration from this region is a result of declining income 
and high rates of unemployment among farmers due to lower crop yields 
caused by environmental degradation. The information gathered shows 
that cultural differences have prevented the majority of these migrants 
from moving to the capital. Among this group, some left their original 
towns in the Nile Valley and the centre of the Delta for the Eastern and 
Western Delta, where the Egyptian government has initiated two major 
projects close to the Bahr El-Bakar Canal and the Noubaria Canal, 
respectively (Afifi, 2009b). When asked about the conditions under which 
he moved and his family’s current living conditions, an interviewee who left 
his hometown and moved to the Eastern Delta answered:

The main reasons why I moved were poverty and unemployment 
caused by deteriorating soil quality. Nevertheless, I am seriously 
thinking of going back to my hometown or moving to a third area, 
since my family and I are suffering from poor access to clean 
water…Moreover, the infrastructure and housing are insufficient for 
a decent life. In addition, the schools are mainly primary rather than 
secondary, and I don’t know whether there would be secondary 
schools for my children when they reach that age or not.

Despite moving to these lands with the promise of labour, many migrants 
were under- or unemployed as a result of soil and water salinity problems. 
Some of them had migrated a second time to a different area within the 
newly reclaimed desert lands, after the landowners had sold their holdings 
when faced with insufficient financial means to dig for new groundwater.
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Other migrants within the Nile Valley and the centre of the Delta had 
moved with their parents, who were peasants or farmers in the early 
1980s. Many landowners with fertile lands decided to use their land to 
construct new buildings or begin surface scraping for manufacturing red 
bricks (Afifi, 2009a). The migrants interviewed indicated that their parents 
neither owned the lands nor had signed contracts that would preserve 
their right to stay or even provide compensation. To save their livelihoods 
and maintain the same level of income, these people had to seek other 
jobs. Since surface scraping took place mainly in the 1970s and 1980s, 
the second generation of the people who originally suffered displacement 
from this activity was interviewed. One of the interviewees, whose parents 
had to leave the land due to soil scraping, said:

It was sometime in the early 1980s when my father and mother were 
working as peasants in a very fertile area. I lived with them there 
and can remember that we stayed there just before my elementary 
schooling. Then the soil was scraped by the owner of the land in order 
to use it in making red bricks for construction. I still remember that my 
parents were very sad and upset about it. They used to have many 
conversations about the future of the family and how they would raise 
and feed me and my siblings. My father was thinking of travelling to a 
Gulf country...he even tried but could not get a contract.

A number of survey participants left their oases in the Western Desert 
mainly to seek a better livelihood and standard of living in Cairo after the 
sand dunes prevented them from planting and shepherding properly in 
their original home areas. The same applies to interviewees who suffered 
from the effects of wind erosion, which deteriorated the soil in which they 
planted, leading to enormous declines in their income. The sand dunes 
in the Western Desert completely consumed some villages, such as the 
old Ganah and the Moschée village within the Kharga Oasis. Original 
inhabitants of the village migrated; however, there are no reliable statistics 
that show the number of displaced people or their destination regions. A 
severe case was presented by a former farmer and shepherd in the village 
of Ganah in the Kharga Oasis in the Western Desert, who moved to the 
Doweika slum due to severe water shortage. The interviewee contended:

I find the place here very humiliating for me. I thought that Cairo 
would be more inviting and more pleasant. Since I do not have 
much money, I had to live in this slum. I was complaining about the 
water shortage in my original place and thought that this would not 
be a problem when I get closer to the Nile. However, I discovered 
that this is not the case. Sometimes tap water does not appear 
for three continuous days. The same applies to electricity. I find it 
very hard to live here. In Kharga, the weather was very healthy; 
I spent a long time in the fresh air, but here there is no proper 
airing system. I hardly see the sun from my apartment, which I 
am sharing with five others. I almost don’t get any fresh air. At the 
same time, I do not get any economic benefits from living here. 
The money that I get from my job I spend on daily stuff to survive, 
since here it is very expensive. I think I would like to go back to 
Kharga. At least I was used to the life there.
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conclusions AnD recommenDAtions

The majority of internal migrants interviewed consider poverty and 
unemployment to be the main causes for their decision to migrate. It 
was established that these two factors are either wholly or partially 
caused by environmental degradation. In addition to the push factors 
of poverty and unemployment — and by extension environmental 
degradation — there are important pull factors that support the 
migration of Egyptians, such as higher living standards in urban areas. 
Further inquiry revealed that the majority of people who contemplate 
leaving their current residence would leave only if their livelihoods 
were threatened or compromised, for example, in the cases of surface 
scraping or urbanization. Generally speaking, those vulnerable to 
environmental degradation — farmers and pastoralists — are the most 
likely to migrate. This group’s decision to migrate is heavily influenced 
by the financial implications that result from environmental degradation. 
Another factor influencing the decision to migrate is whether or not the 
migrant or would-be migrant owns the land. Typically, landowners leave 
only if there are absolutely no other alternatives available. In Egypt, 
distance does not play a considerable role when migrating, as long as 
the move is within the country, the migrant has the financial and social 
means to move and the new location offers improved living conditions 
from their current situation. Evidence for this latter point was observed 
through the stated intentions of a number of survey participants who 
are considering returning to their hometowns, since the conditions 
of their new location did not meet their expectations. The Egyptian 
government does not yet consider environmental migration to be an 
urgent issue, but it is interested in internal and international migration 
in general, without directly relating it to environmental factors.

There is no doubt that environmental degradation has a negative impact 
on the economic conditions of many Egyptian farmers and pastoralists, 
who are often forced to migrate in search of a better livelihood. What 
is needed is a government strategy that will address and mitigate the 
effects of environmental problems. Such a strategy would assist potential 
migrants who wish to remain on their lands, either through the use of 
incentives, coping mechanisms or by providing alternative livelihoods. At 
the very least, they could offer relocation services to avoid overpopulation 
in urban areas.

Additional data and analysis are required to fully understand 
environmental migration in Egypt, North Africa and the entire continent. 
A database that tracks migrants within Africa, and the regions they travel 
from and to, is needed. Such a database would require a commitment 
by African governments, not only to invest sufficient resources, but also 
to collaborate with neighbouring and other governments in order to 
accurately record migration across borders. It is also essential to design 
questionnaires targeting non-migrants — those people who insist on 
staying in their place of origin despite environmental degradation. Data 
collected from this target group would enable a more robust understanding 
of environmental migration.



16 the AfricA initiAtive

www.AfricAPortAl.org • Discussion PAPers • no.1 • July 2011

Government funding, if allocated to the newly reclaimed desert lands, 
would help to prevent and resolve salinity problems and attract more 
farmers to these crucial agricultural regions. In addition, projects that 
support communities in halting the encroachment of sand dunes — 
which has been seen to erase entire communities in Egypt — and other 
sources of environmental degradation would, in turn, prevent job loss and 
possibly create new jobs as well as prevent mass migration. These policy 
recommendations offer sustainable solutions to addressing the issue of 
environmental migration, which will, at the very least, require additional 
data and analysis within the research community along with targeted 
investment and resources at the government level.

AcknowleDgements

The author would like to thank the European Commission, the Cairo and 
Geneva offices of the International Organization for Migration, the Grants 
Programme of the German Academic Exchange Service, the Netherlands 
Fellowships Programme, the Heinrich-Böll Foundation, Dr. Koko Warner, 
Ms. Olivia Dun and Mr. Marc Stal at the United Nations University – 
Institute for Environment and Human Security (UNU-EHS), Bonn, 
Germany, Prof. Ulrike Grote at Leibniz University, Hamburg, Germany, Dr. 
Jill Jäger at the Sustainable Europe Research Institute, Vienna, Austria, 
Ms. Tanja Dedovich, International Organization for Migration (IOM), 
Vienna Office, Mr. Shahidul Huque, Ms. Mary Aziz and the whole team 
of the IOM Cairo Office, for their kind support.  This work was carried 
out with the support of the Africa Initiative, a multi-year, donor-supported 
program jointly undertaken by The Centre for International Governance 
Innovation and Makerere University to contribute to the deepening of 
Africa’s capacity and knowledge.

works citeD
Abdel-Wahab, Ayman, A. El-Naggar, M. Farahat, E. Gad and B. Shawky (2000). 

Water and Agriculture in Egypt between the International Status and National 
Resource Development. Cairo: Centre for Political and Strategic Studies.

Afifi, Tamer and K. Warner (2008). The Impact of Environmental Degradation 
on Migration Flows across Countries. Working Paper No.5/2008. UNU-
EHS Working Paper Series. Bonn: United Nations University – Institute for 
Environment and Human Security.

Afifi, Tamer (2009a). Egyptian Water and Soil: A Cause for Migration and Security 
Threats? NATO Science for Peace and Security Series C: Environmental 
Security. Netherlands: Springer.

Afifi, Tamer (2009b). Niger: Case Study Report for the Environmental Change 
and Forced Migration Scenarios (EACH-FOR) Project. Germany: United 
Nations University Institute for Environment and Human Security (UNU-EHS).

Aldakhil, K. (1999). Patterns and Determinants of Internal Migration in the Arab 
Countries: The Case of Egypt. Working Paper No. 199933. Cairo: Economic 
Research Forum.

Almeria Statement (1994). The Almeria Statement on Desertification 
and Migration. Statement following the “International Symposium on 



17the AfricA initiAtive steAlth environmentAl influences  
on economic migrAtion in egyPt

www.AfricAPortAl.org • Discussion PAPers • no.1 • July 2011www.AfricAPortAl.org • Discussion PAPers • no.1 • July 2011

Desertification and Migration” Almeria, February 8–11, June 08 2009. 
Almeria, Spain. Available at: www.unccd.int/regional/northmed/meetings/
others/1994AlmeriaSpain.pdf.

Arab Center for the Studies of Arid Zones and Dry Lands (2000). Regional Report 
on Desertification in the Arab World. Damascus, Syria: Arab Center for the 
Studies for Arid Zones and Dry Lands.

Arab Republic of Egypt Ministry of Agriculture and Land Reclamation (2002). 
Egyptian National Action Program to Combat Desertification. Cairo: Desert 
Research Centre (DRC).

Arab Republic of Egypt Ministry of Agriculture and Land Reclamation (2005). 
Egyptian National Action Program to Combat Desertification. Cairo: Desert 
Research Centre (DRC).

Biermann, Frank (2001).“Umweltflüchtlinge. Ursachen und Lösungsansätze,”Aus 
Politik und Zeitgeschichte 12: 24–29. Bonn: Bundes-Zentrale fur politische 
Bildung.

Black, Richard, D. Kniveton, R. Skeldon, D. Coppard, A. Murata and K. Schmidt-
Verkerk (2008). Demographics and Climate Change: Future Trends and their 
Policy Implications for Migration. Working Paper T-27. Brighton: Development 
Research Centre on Migration, Globalisation and Poverty.

Boano, Camillo, R. Zetter and T. Morris (2008). Environmentally Displaced 
People: Understanding Linkages between Environmental Change, 
Livelihoods and Forced Migration. Oxford: Refugee Studies Centre, Oxford 
Department of International Development, University of Oxford.

Bronen, Robin (2008). Forced Migration of Alaskan Indigenous Communities due 
to Climate Change. Paper presented at the Environment, Forced Migration 
and Social Vulnerability (EFMSV) Conference, October 9–11, Bonn, Germany.

CAPMAS (2001). The Permanent Migration of Egyptians 2000. Cairo: Central 
Agency for Public Mobilization and Statistics.

CAPMAS (2007). Permanent Migration of the Egyptians. Cairo: Central Agency 
for Population Mobilization and Statistics.

Christian Aid (2007). Human Tide: The Real Migration Crisis. Available at: www.
christianaid.org.uk/resources/policy/climate_change.aspx.

El-Hinnawi (2001). Environment and Development Issues in Egypt: Current 
Situation and Scenarios ‘till the Year 2020. Cairo: Shorouk Press.

Friends of the Earth, Australia (2007). A citizen’s guide to climate refugees. 
Available at: www.foe.org.au/resources/publications/climate-justice/
CitizensGuide.pdf/view?searchterm=citizen’s guide.

Hugo, G. (1996). “Environmental Concerns and International Migration,” 
International Migration Review 30, no. 1: 105–142. Staten Island: Center for 
Migration Studies.

IFRC (2003). World Disasters Report: Focus on Ethics in Aid. Available at: www.
ifrc.org/publicat/wdr2003.

IOM (1992). Migration and the Environment. Geneva, Switzerland: International 
Organization for Migration and Refugee Policy Group.



18 the AfricA initiAtive

www.AfricAPortAl.org • Discussion PAPers • no.1 • July 2011

IOM (2007). Discussion Note: Migration and the Environment, Background 
Paper MC/INF/288. Available at: www.iom.int/jahia/webdav/site/myjahiasite/
shared/shared/mainsite/microsites/IDM/workshops/evolving_global_
economy_2728112007/MC_INF_288_EN.pdf.

IOM (2008). World Migration Report 2008: Managing Labour Mobility in the 
Evolving Global Economy. Available at: 
http://publications.iom.int/bookstore/free/WMR_1.pdf.

IPCC (2007). “Summary for Policymakers, IPCC WGII Fourth Assessment 
Report,” Working Group II Contribution to the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change Fourth Assessment Report, Climate Change Impacts, 
Adaptation, Vulnerability. Available at: www.ipcc.ch/publications_and_data/
ar4/wg2/en/spm.html.

Kholy, Mohamed Radwan (1985). Desertification in the Arab Region: Desert 
Violation as an Obstacle for Arab Development. Beirut: Centre for Arab Union 
Studies.

Leighton, Michelle (2009). Climate Change and Rural Migration. UN Food and 
Agriculture Organization (forthcoming).

Ministry of Water Resources and Irrigation Planning Sector (2006). Water for the 
Future, Summary of the National Water Resources Plan. Cairo: Ministry of 
Water Resources and Irrigation Planning Sector.

Myers, Norman (2005). Environmental Refugees: An Emergent Security Issue.

Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe. Available at: www.osce.org/
documents/eea/2005/05/14488_en.pdf.

Nicholls, Robert J. (2004). “Coastal Flooding and Wetland Loss in the 21st 
Century: Changes under the SRES Climate and Socioeconomic Scenarios,” 
Global Environmental Change: Human and Policy Dimensions 14, no. 1: 
69–86.

Ouda, Abdel Malak (1999). Egyptian Policy and the Nile Water in the 20th Century. 
Cairo: Centre for Political and Strategic Studies.

Renaud, Fabrice, J. Bogardi, O. Dun, and K. Warner (2007). Control, Adapt or 
Flee: How to Face Environmental Migration? Bonn, Germany: United Nations 
University - Institute for Environment and Human Security.

Renaud, Fabrice, and J. Bogardi, O. Dun, K. Warner (2008). Deciphering the 
Importance of Environmental Factors in Human Migration. Paper presented 
at the Environment, Forced Migration and Social Vulnerability (EFMSV) 
Conference, Bonn October 9–11, Rural Migration News Agency.

Science Research Academy (2000). The Impact of Reduced Nile Alluvial 1971-
1975. Cairo: Land, Water and Environment Institute.

UNHCR (2002). “A critical time for the environment,” Refugees, no. 127: 2.

Zohry, Ayman (2002). “Rural-to-Urban Labor Migration: A Study of Upper 
Egyptian Laborers in Cairo.” Ph.D. diss. University of Sussex, UK.

Zohry, Ayman (2005). “Interrelationships between Internal and International 
Migration in Egypt: A Pilot Study.” University of Sussex, UK: Development 
Research Centre on Migration, Globalisation and Poverty.



19the AfricA initiAtive steAlth environmentAl influences  
on economic migrAtion in egyPt

www.AfricAPortAl.org • Discussion PAPers • no.1 • July 2011www.AfricAPortAl.org • Discussion PAPers • no.1 • July 2011

Annex

Expert interviews were conducted in Cairo, Egypt, at the following:

1. Office of the UNHCR

2. Regional Communications Service Centre of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross

3. Minister’s Office for Research and Special Studies, Arab Republic of 
Egypt Ministry of Irrigation

4. Arab Republic of Egypt Ministry of Planning and Economic 
Development

5. UN Information Centre

6. Arab Republic of Egypt Ministry of Environment; Ministry of 
Environment

7. Migration and Refugee Center, American University

8. UN Development Program Office

9.  International Fund for Agricultural Development

10. Arab Republic of Egypt Ministry of Manpower and Emigration

11. Center of Desert Researches

12. Egyptian Humanitarian Relief and Rehabilitation

13. Faculty of Economics and Political Science, Cairo University

14. Arab Republic of Egypt Ministry of Agriculture
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