
         

  
  
  
  

 

  

  

Climate change and migration 

 

Case study from Cambodia 
 

Cambodia is considered one of the most susceptible countries to climate change, ranked 

126th in climate vulnerability and 157th in readiness1. With agriculture, forestry and fishery 

contributing about 17% of GDP2, these changes can dramatically affect traditional 

livelihoods and, combined with food insecurity, debt and poverty, be key drivers of migration. 

The country is expected to face higher temperatures, more frequent heatwaves, and 

increased floods and droughts that threaten water and food security3. Through desk 

research and testimonials, this case study conducted in the Banteay Meanchey province 

finds causal links between climate changes and the decision to migrate. In the context of 

increasing climate-induced disasters and degrading climate conditions, it also puts into 

evidence the need to support social protection systems, encourage legal pathways for 

migration, and strengthen livelihood opportunities to improve the resilience of local or migrant 

populations.   

Background 

The research for this case study was conducted in the province Banteay Meanchey, Cambodia, by 

means of a desk review, interviews with Caritas Switzerland staff and partners, and ten in-depth 

testimonials from local community members, conducted in February 2022.  

At the time of the study, Caritas Switzerland was implementing a disaster risk reduction (DRR) project 

supporting water management and agricultural resilience, and a migration project that promotes safe 

migration through prevention, protection, and reintegration services. 

 
1 Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative (ND-GAIN), scores for 2023. Vulnerability is defined as the “propensity or predisposition of 
human societies to be negatively impacted by climate hazards”, and is assessed by considering the sectors food, water, health , eco-
system services, human habitat and infrastructure. Readiness means the ability “to make effective use of investments for adaptation 
actions thanks to a safe and efficient business environment” and includes economic, governance and social readiness. ND-GAIN 
2026. 
2 Cambodianess, 8 April 2025. 
3 Asian Development Bank, 2021; World Bank Group and Asian Development Bank, 2021. 

https://gain.nd.edu/our-work/country-index/rankings/
https://gain.nd.edu/assets/581554/nd_gain_countryindex_technicalreport_2026.pdf
https://gain.nd.edu/assets/581554/nd_gain_countryindex_technicalreport_2026.pdf
https://www.cambodianess.com/article/agriculture-fuels-167-of-gdp-amid-cambodias-economic-shift?utm_source=chatgpt.com
http://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/722236/climate-risk-country-profile-cambodia.pdf
https://climateknowledgeportal.worldbank.org/sites/default/files/2021-08/15849-WB_Cambodia%20Country%20Profile-WEB.pdf
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Climate-related shocks, stresses, and impacts 

Cambodia has seen significant economic growth in the past decade, with poverty rates declining. 

However, a large proportion of the population remains near-poor and at risk of falling back into poverty 

due to shocks such as extreme weather events4. About half the population is food insecure, and 4,6% 

are undernourished5. The agricultural sector, which represents approximately 36% of total employment 

in the country6, is highly climate-sensitive and vulnerable to climate risks. At the same time, around 

74% of the population lives in rural areas, where climate shocks disproportionately affect livelihoods 

and access to food and income7. Over the past three decades, Cambodia has faced 40 major climate-

related disasters (Table 1), with projections indicating that Cambodia will be increasingly impacted by 

heat stress, drought, and floods8.  

 

Disaster Types Frequency Total Deaths Total Affected 

Drought 6 0 9’050’000 

Flood 25 1’668 13’919’399 

Coastal flood 1   

Flash flood 3   

Riverine flood 13   

Flood (general) 8   

Storm 9 105 958’352 

Lightning/Thunderstorms 1   

Severe weather 1   

Storm surge 1   

Tropical cyclone 6   

Grand Total 40 1’773 23’927’751 

 

Table 1: Major disasters in Cambodia from 1987-20249 

Aspects of mobility 

Cambodia is a significant source of labour for Southeast Asia, with about 1.4 million Cambodians 

(7.8% of the total population) working abroad in 2024, mostly in Thailand10. Working predominantly in 

agriculture, fishing, construction, and domestic work, more than two-thirds use irregular channels to 

cross the border and rely on social networks and unlicensed brokers11, increasing their risk of human 

trafficking and exploitation. Internally, over 21.5% of Cambodians have emigrated, mainly from rural to 

urban areas12. Poverty, especially in rural areas, and limited livelihood opportunities are key drivers for 

emigration – exacerbated by the effects of floods and droughts, such as poor rainfall and crop losses 13.  

Different migration patterns can be observed in Banteay Meanchey: seasonal migration after 

harvesting, daily cross-border pendular movements (e.g. to work on a market on the Thai side), and 

longer-term migration (5-10 years). Many individuals rely on a combination of migration strategies, 

 
4 World Bank, 2022. “Near poor” is defined as having consumption or income marginally above the poverty line.  
5 FAO, 2023. 
6 The Global Economy, 2023 (Data from the World Bank). 
7 The Global Economy, 2024 (Data from the Wold Bank). 
8 Asian Development Bank, 2021; World Bank Group and Asian Development Bank, 2021. 
9 Public EM-DAT, September 2024. 

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/099155111222239793/P1735940c0e8b508d0b80e0c7375c89d9c0
http://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#country/115
https://www.theglobaleconomy.com/Cambodia/Employment_in_agriculture/
https://www.theglobaleconomy.com/cambodia/rural_population_percent/
http://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/722236/climate-risk-country-profile-cambodia.pdf
https://climateknowledgeportal.worldbank.org/sites/default/files/2021-08/15849-WB_Cambodia%20Country%20Profile-WEB.pdf
https://public.emdat.be/
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usually emigrating to an urban area first (such as Poipet in the northwest of Cambodia) before moving 

to Thailand.   

«My family’s rice crops faced […] problems of droughts and too much water in rainy season. 

As a result, the rice yields have not been good, and [this] affected income from this main 

source. […] So, lending from bank or MFI is the source of additional burden. Finally, they 

decided to migrate hoping to get more income.» (Peat Chantha, female, 39) 

Our research in Cambodia reveals an indirect link between climate change and migration, but 

significant to those living off the land. Most individuals interviewed are predominantly rice farmers, or 

combine (often as a household) this activity with other income-generating activities, such as collecting 

scrap materials, raising small ruminants, construction, or collecting and selling vegetables. Many 

reported an increase in droughts or floods in recent years, damaging their main source of income. With 

limited means to cope with shocks, they were pushed to take loans from microfinance institutions (MFI) 

or personal networks in order to maintain their business and support their families. To repay these 

debts, some had to sell their land, losing their livelihoods, while others sought opportunities in larger 

cities like Poipet, settling in slums under dire conditions. Indebtedness was often mentioned as a push-

factor to migrate10. The large majority of people interviewed travelled to Thailand undocumented, by 

means of a broker. Consequently, most individuals suffered exploitation and deception or fell victim to 

human trafficking before returning to Cambodia.   

Migration as an adaptation strategy? 

Migration can often be seen as a positive adaptation strategy, proving opportunities for diversified 

income, generate remittances, and lead to positive developmental impacts”11. However, this 

phenomenon, and especially when employed through irregular means, does also expose people to 

new and heightened risks and can lead to (more) precarious living conditions, exposure to 

discrimination and exploitation, placing additional strain on host communities and infrastructure12. 

In areas dominated primarily by agriculture, changes in climate are more perceivable for those involved 

in this sector and would therefore be more likely to migrate due to negative long-term consequences of 

these changes (e.g. floods or droughts damaging crops) than those in other occupations who are less 

affected by climate change. 

«In Thailand, I was exhausted. I worked very hard, but I never received what I had worked 

for. Honestly, I would rather work in Cambodia than in another country.» (Vuth Thy, male, 40) 

In the case of Banteay Meanchey, field evidence suggests that migration is an important adaptation 

strategy for local communities to cope with increasing climate threats or climate-induced hazards. 

What is also highlighted, however, are the risks faced by those interviewed and others like them, who 

feel forced to take the decision to migrate to improve their livelihoods. In this scenario, climate 

conditions are projected to become more unpredictable, affecting populations with limited coping 

mechanisms and pushing them migrate at the risk of their physical and mental wellbeing. National and 

international actors must look to tackle this complex phenomenon in a holistic manner, taking into 

 
10 See also Bylander M., 2016. 
11 Advisory Group on Climate Change and Human Mobility, 2015. 
12 Caritas Switzerland, 2023. 

https://www.knomad.org/sites/default/files/2017-04/KNOMAD%20WorkingPaper%20CAMBODIAN%20MIGRATION%20TO%20THAILAND%20FinalJan19.pdf
https://www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/files/migrated_files/pbn/docs/Human-Mobility-in-the-context-of-Climate-Change.pdf
https://cms.caritas.ch/sites/default/files/2023-07/CaritasSchweiz_Themenpapier_Migration_Climate_Change_EN.pdf
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account prevention and preparedness, adaptation and livelihood opportunities, promoting safe 

migration pathways, reintegration support, and assistance in the recovery from climate-induced 

disasters. 

Implications and recommendations for future projects 

The following points can be considered to improve the understanding and developing of the relevant 

climate change and migration policies.  

• Addressing direct causes and effects of migration, such as debts, food insecurity, exploitation, 

and conflict, is crucial – e.g. by providing access to affordable credit, enhancing social safety nets, 

and providing migrants with proper documentation and knowledge of their rights. The effects of 

climate change as an indirect cause, e.g. as a catalyzer of indebtedness, must be taken into 

account and addressed accordingly. 

• Migration and climate projects must overcome silo thinking and work closer to address the 

migration-climate nexus. Projects mainly working on migration and forced displacement can 

mainstream climate issues, e.g. by integrating natural resource management and awareness-

raising among (prospective) migrants and displaced communities. At the same time, projects with a 

focus on climate issues should take into account particular needs and vulnerabilities of migrants 

and displaced populations and mitigate risks that can lead to unsafe and forced migration. 

• Advocacy for climate-related migration to be better integrated into governmental strategies 

and policies is crucial to create an enabling environment where migration can be turned into (real) 

climate change adaptation. This includes stressing the importance of safe migration pathways, 

prevention and preparedness, reintegration support for returnees, and assistance in the recovery 

from climate-induced disasters. 

«Through the project, I learned techniques to grow two rice crops per year. When my 

community faced droughts, I was able to cope because my land had access to a water 

supply, which allowed the rice to grow.» (Chay Nenn, male, 42) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Swiss NGO DRR Platform is a network of NGO professionals 

dedicated to increasing the resilience of women and men, 

communities and governments to all aspects of disaster risk reduction 

and climate change adaptation. It strives for enhanced quality of Swiss 

NGO services related to disaster risk and climate change, promotes 

the diversity of know-how experience, provides guidance for increased 

effectiveness and advocates for the importance of risk-informed 

development, disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation. 

 

A working group on migration and climate change of the Swiss NGO 

DRR Platform has been operating since 2020, with the aim of guiding 

the platform's learning journey on migration and climate change. This 

case study is an output of that learning journey.  

 

Project partners: 

Damnok Toek, Social Environment 

Agricultural Development 

Organisation (SEADO) 

Financial support:  

European Instrument For 

Democracy and Human Rights 

(EIDHR), City of Zürich, Kanton of 

Zürich, Swiss Development 

Cooperation (SDC) 
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