
       

  
  
  
  

 

 

 

Climate change and migration 

 

Case study from Ethiopia 
 

Borana, located in southern Ethiopia, has been increasingly vulnerable to the 

impacts of climate change. The region, home to pastoralist communities, relies 

heavily on natural resources for livelihood and sustenance, including herding 

livestock. Mobility has long been a key adaptive strategy for Borana’s pastoralists, 

but climate change is reshaping patterns — forcing longer migrations with livestock 

in search of productive pasture and water, while increasing relocation to urban 

centers for alternative livelihood options and aid as droughts worsen. As climatic 

shocks intensify, migration increasingly shifts from an anticipatory and adaptive 

strategy to a distress-driven coping mechanism.  

Background 

Pastoralism forms the backbone of livelihoods in the semi-arid rangelands of the Borana Zone, where 

communities depend heavily on livestock and access to natural resources. Over the past decades, 

recurrent droughts and increasing rainfall variability have become more frequent and severe, 

significantly undermining the resilience of traditional pastoral systems. While migration has always 

been one of the key strategies of the pastoral communities, dynamics have altered in response to the 

drought impacts. 

The information in this case study was gathered in Borana region in Ethiopia through mixed methods of 

a desktop review, focus group discussions as well as individual interviews with governmental 

stakeholders, affected persons and other organizations working in the region, conducted in late 2022. 

The qualitative data aims to shed light on individual experiences and give a human face to human 

mobility in the context of climate change.  

Climate-related shocks, stresses, and impacts 

Drought is the most severe and recurrent climate-induced hazard, driving resource depletion, reduced 

productivity, and environmental degradation by limiting pasture regeneration, lowering groundwater 

recharge, and weakening the resilience of the semi-arid rangeland ecosystem. Droughts contribute to 
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an increase in wood species and unpalatable grasses, reducing the productivity of the rangelands. 

Between 2020 and 2023, Borana experienced five consecutively failed rainy season with devastating 

impacts on people and their assets. According to the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), 

climate change has made the unprecedented 2020-22 drought at the Horn of Africa 100 times more 

likely.1 During this drought over 1.5 million livestock perished, causing a massive financial loss and the 

collapse of the primary livelihood income source, with nearly 60’000 households in Borana losing all 

their livestock – leading to the erosion of savings, social status and coping capacity. More than 

800’000 people became highly food and livelihood insecure, with women and children being 

particularly affected by malnutrition and the lack of access to water. The crisis also forced an estimated 

40% of children to drop out of school. 

"We lost all our cattle. Our children have no food, and many of us have left our homes, 

hoping to find help in the towns." (Male pastoralist from Borana) 

Aspects of mobility 

Circular mobility patterns are central to pastoralist livelihoods in Borana, Ethiopia, where semi-

sedentary lifestyles dominate, with parts of the family migrating seasonally to access grazing areas 

based on the availability of fodder and water for livestock. Traditionally, this movement followed 

predictable cycles across different agro-ecological zones – arid, semi-arid, and wetter areas – to 

sustain livestock productivity and reproduction, and functioned as a risk-spreading and ecosystem 

management strategy. 

However, in recent years, climate change, particularly the devastating 2020-2022 drought, has 

severely disrupted these traditional seasonal migration patterns. As grazing lands and water sources 

became increasingly scarce, pastoralist communities were forced to adapt their mobility strategies, 

shifting progressively from one coping mechanism to another as conditions worsened. As adaptive 

options narrowed, mobility trajectories became more reactive, longer-distance, and increasingly 

irreversible. The three main observed mobility patterns linked to the pastoralist drought coping 

strategies were:   

• Adaptive pastoralist livestock migration:  In response to changing climatic conditions, 

pastoralists have travelled longer distances of up to 300 kilometers with their livestock in search of 

water and pasture, also crossing international borders and venturing into unfamiliar territories. 

While previous seasonal migration aimed at optimizing livestock productivity and reproduction, 

pastoral mobility during the 2020-2022 drought became a critical livestock survival strategy. As 

migration distances increase, transporting livestock by truck and a commercialization of grazing 

areas made this adaptation strategy costly and accessible primarily to those with sufficient financial 

resources.  

• Urban labour migration to diversify or change economic livelihood: The impacts of the 

drought have led individuals or households, whose livestock and other assets were severely 

affected or swiped off, to take the decision to move, both temporarily and permanently, to an urban 

center nearby or even to cross the border. The 2020-2022 drought significantly increased youth 

migration, with many, even young children, seeking daily work in urban areas or crossing into 

Kenya for employment or to join government armed forces as a source of income. While labor 

 
1 WMO 2023, news article, Climate change made Horn of Africa drought and Mediterranean heat “100 times more likely”   

Climate%20change%20made%20Horn%20of%20Africa%20drought%20and%20Mediterranean%20heat%20
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migration in the region existed before the drought, it intensified significantly due to its impacts, 

increasing the likelihood that temporary migrants may settle in urban areas permanently.  

• Relocation to displacement sites as a last resort to cover basic needs: As a last resort, 

families who have lost all their assets were forced to leave their land and relocate to displacement 

sites near urban centers or water sources, where they were more visible to government and NGOs 

for humanitarian aid. Entire families moved to urban or semi-urban areas, both temporarily and 

permanently, forming settlements characterized by makeshift shelters and a lack of sanitation and 

essential services. This form of mobility represents climate-induced relocation rather than 

adaptation, driven by the collapse of local livelihood systems. 

Migration as an adaptation strategy 

In the early stages of drought, extending pastoralist mobility helped minimize asset loss and secure 

remaining resources. However, as droughts intensified, this strategy became increasingly ineffective. 

The influx of large livestock herds into limited areas led to resource depletion and competition, with a 

risk of triggering conflict. The privatization of grazing land further restricted access, leaving poorer 

pastoralists unable to sustain their herds. Despite efforts to relocate livestock, many still suffered 

massive losses, as extreme drought conditions rendered migration insufficient for survival. Additionally, 

farmland expansion, settlements, and rangeland degradation continued to limit mobility, eroding its 

effectiveness as a long-term adaptation strategy. 

As pastoralist mobility failed or became constrained, many turned to urban migration, either individually 

or as entire households, in search of labour and humanitarian aid. However, when large numbers of 

people adopted the same strategy simultaneously, the relief they sought became increasingly scarce. 

Oversupply in urban and peri-urban labour markets left many struggling to secure jobs, often forcing 

them into precarious, low-paid work that they perceived as degrading compared to their traditional 

livelihoods. Youth migration exposed many to labour exploitation, detention at borders, and even drug 

abuse. The growing influx of migrants into towns strained already scarce resources such as water, 

food, and housing, sometimes creating tensions with host communities. 

For those who lost everything, relocating to displacement sites became the last resort, as they hoped 

to access food aid, education, and basic services. However, overcrowding, poor sanitation, and limited 

livelihood opportunities posed significant challenges. Women and children remained particularly 

vulnerable to exploitation and gender-based violence. While some families found temporary stability in 

these settlements, for most, migration did not provide the expected economic relief, leaving them in an 

unstable and vulnerable position. 

"We migrated to this area because of the availability of fodder, and as an opportunity to 

save the lives of our animals, even though we have to pay for the straw. The local 

community supported us as much as they can, but our arrival has put additional pressure 

on the few resources they have." (Pastoralist migrating more than 100 Kms to a neighboring village) 

"In the past, our main sources of income were animal husbandry and farming activities. 

The recent drought  killed all our animals, and crops failed which forced us to drop out of 

agro-pastoralism. That is why we settled here fearing that we may die of hunger in our 

village." (Female Participant Focus Group Discussion in the IDP settlement of Dubuluq tow) 
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Implications and recommendations for future projects 

Seasonal migration has long been a reliable adaptation strategy for Borana’s pastoralists, but its 

effectiveness is increasingly constrained by climatic stressors, environmental degradation, land 

privatization, economic pressures, and conflict. As more people migrate simultaneously, competition 

for dwindling resources intensifies, making mobility less sustainable. Without stronger policies ensuring 

safe movement, equitable resource access, and diversified livelihoods, migration risks becoming a last 

resort rather than a proactive strategy.  Future interventions must therefore address both the drivers of 

forced mobility and the conditions under which mobility can remain adaptive. 

• Ensuring Safe Mobility & Strengthening Rangeland Governance: Pastoral policies should 

formally recognize mobility as a long-standing climate adaptation strategy by integrating indigenous 

resource management, securing safe migration corridors, and facilitating movement. Policies that 

reduce competition between the private sector and pastoralist communities and prevent resource 

depletion while reinforcing traditional governance systems to sustain pastoralist livelihoods should 

be strengthened. 

• Improving Climate Information: Providing pastoralists with reliable climate forecasts, pasture 

conditions, and livestock disease alerts through e.g. participatory scenario planning (PSP), real-

time meteorological data and comprehensive apps will enable informed migration and resource-use 

decisions. Accessible and locally relevant climate services are key to anticipatory rather than 

reactive mobility. 

• Diversifying livelihoods: To reduce the risks of unplanned migration towards urban and peri-

urban areas during future stress situations, strengthening both on-farm and off-farm livelihood 

diversification for pastoralist communities is essential. For those moving to urban centers, 

vocational training, entrepreneurship programs, and better labour market integration should aim at 

creating stable employment opportunities and reduce dependence on precarious daily labour. 

Livelihood diversification should complement – not replace – pastoralism as a core resilience 

strategy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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.  
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