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Climate change and migration

Case study from Honduras

Honduras is one of the most vulnerable countries to climate change due to its high
exposure to climate-related hazards (drought, floods, hurricanes, tropical storms,
landslides)' large rural and poor population depending mostly on rainfed agriculture for
their livelihoods. Seasonal migration to the country’s urban centers or to the coffee
harvesting areas have a long history within the rural population to cope with climatic stress
and unemployment. Diverse factors contribute to longer-term/permanent and increasingly
international migration decisions. Honduras is a country of origin, transit, and return for
migrants.

Background

The information for this case study was gathered in the department of Choluteca, Honduras through a
desk review, focus group discussions (Pespire and San Isidro), and interviews with representatives of
local and national government, an NGO, a UN organization (IOM) and a local university, conducted in
December 2022. The case study is intended to provide an insight on the factors that lead to migration
decisions of farmers, rather than representing the overall situation in Choluteca. Participants of FGD
were all smallholder farmers, wherefore this case study does not include the perspective of people
dependent on fisheries, mangroves or trade. Insights from Choluteca were collected on behalf of the
Swiss NGO DRR Platform with the objective to gather first-hand impressions on the local impacts of
climate change as well as migration decisions in 4 countries.

Climate-related shocks, stresses, and impacts

The Pacific coast of Honduras, part of the Central American Dry Corridor?, has a dry season (summer)
from November—April and a wet season (winter) from May—October with a short break (1—4 weeks) in
July/August (the canicula). Temperature and precipitation are also influenced by the El Nifio Southern
Oscillation: El Nifo events typically decrease rainfall and increase temperatures, while La Nifa events
decrease temperatures and increase rainfall. With climate change, extreme rainfall and flood events

" World Bank Group, 2023: Country Climate and Development Report Honduras; Germanwatch e.V., 2025: Climate Risk Index 2026.
2 The Dry Corridor runs from far southern Mexico through Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Panama.
This region is characterised by irregular rainfall resulting in both severe droughts and floods.



https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/761f49d0-61dd-4807-bc02-af7cbf40c545/content
https://www.germanwatch.org/sites/default/files/2025-11/CRI%2026%20full%20report.pdf
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are projected to increase in frequency. Additionally, a reduction in average annual rainfall and an
increase in temperature is expected, which will accentuate the drought cycle in the Dry Corridor3.
Despite rapid urbanization, Honduras’ rural population is still high (40%), of which 65% live in poverty.
Food insecurity has become a recurrent issue in the Dry Corridor, as the principal livelihood of the rural
poor depends on rainfed agriculture (maize, beans, rice and sorghum as major staple crops). Climate
change additionally threatens livelihoods depending on mangroves, forests, and fisheries, which are
already stressed by overfishing, extensive deforestation and degradation.
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Honduras has made significant progress in constructing the policy and regulatory framework for
addressing climate change mitigation and adaptation*, and some action plans and priorities have been
identified. However, most of these are still to be implemented. Currently, migration as a consequence
of disasters and climate change is only indirectly recognized in both the Law on Climate Change and
the Law on the National Risk Management System (SINAGER). In 2024, the Honduran Centre for the
Study of State Policies in the Social Sector (CHEPES) conducted an analysis on the current state of
knowledge on population displacement due to climate change in Honduras, with the aim to propose
guidelines for the planned Public Policy for the Management of Displacement due to Climate Change
and Disasters in the Context of Social Protection in Honduras.® In line with this, an adaptive social
protection mechanism has been established to provide direct and unconditional cash assistance to
vulnerable populations to accelerate recovery processes in emergency situations.®

Aspects of mobility

As a result of the challenging living conditions, nearly 25% of the approximately 10 million Hondurans
are internal migrants, and close to every 51" household has a member that migrated internationally.

3 It is worth noting that droughts in Choluteca are additionally worsened by deforestation, monoculture agriculture, and mining, all of
which are affecting water cycles.

4 E.g. National Strategy on Climate Change ENCC, Climate Agenda, Climate Change Law.

5 Secretaria de Desarrollo Social SEDESAL, 2024: Desplazamiento poblacional por cambio climatico y desastres en Honduras: apro-
ximaciones a una emergencia nacional recurrente.

8 Government of Honduras, 2025: PROMESA-PSA. Protocolo para la Respuesta y Operaciones de Mecanismos de Transferencias
Sociales Adaptivas/Proteccion Social Adaptiva.



https://climateknowledgeportal.worldbank.org/country/honduras/climate-data-projections
https://faolex.fao.org/docs/pdf/hon148589.pdf
https://icf.gob.hn/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/2016-AGENDA-CLIMATICA-HN.pdf
https://www.fao.org/faolex/results/details/es/c/LEX-FAOC148582/
https://chepes.sedesol.gob.hn/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/RL006_Desplazamiento_cambio_climatico_CHEPES_26-11-.pdf
https://chepes.sedesol.gob.hn/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/RL006_Desplazamiento_cambio_climatico_CHEPES_26-11-.pdf
https://sedesol.gob.hn/promesa-psa-2025/
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International migration is mainly directed towards the United States of America (82%), Spain (11%)
and Mexico (4%). 60% of international migrants have migrated in the recent past (since 2018). 3% of
the Honduran population are internally displaced persons. The main reasons for forced displacement in
urban areas are natural hazard events, and violence and insecurity in rural areas.

Migration can be considered a “traditional “response to economic hardship in Honduras in general and
the Dry Corridor in particular. Migration decisions are often, but not always, linked directly or indirectly
to the impacts of climate change, be it in response to sudden-onset disasters like floods, tropical
storms, hurricanes and landslides affecting communities, or as a means to adapt to slow-onset impacts
of climate change such as drought, sea level rise and desertification that are affecting income and food
security in the region. The main migration patterns are internal, from rural to urban areas, leading to a
high urbanization rate with over 60% of the population living in urban centers. Urban growth, however,
is unplanned, and often migrants settle in risk areas. In addition, migration is often seasonal, e.g. to the
coffee or sugar cane growing areas during the harvest seasons. Since the 1980ies, international
migration has gained importance. Several factors contributed to this”:

e Hurricane Mitch: In 1998, hurricane Mitch was the second-deadliest tropical cyclone in the Atlantic
basin on record. It damaged the national economy by 70%, deepening existing precariousness and
vulnerabilities in Honduras, with a subsequent impact on international migration.

e Economic hardship and trade policies: In the late 20" century the “american dream” and the
remittances® sent home by international migrants gained importance, as the maquilas® in the Sula
valley did not bring the expected increase in welfare.

e Violence and political crisis: In the 1990ies, the US deported many Hondurans and with them
criminal groups involved in drug trafficking and extortion, inspired by Californian gangs. The
violence inflicted by those gangs was countered by the state with a criminalisation of youth in
general. The 2009 coup d’état resulted in a crisis of generalized, structural violence and human
rights violations, leading to the emergence of new migrant profiles. While before international
migrants were mostly men of economically active age, the flow of children, women and families
started to increase as a result of forced migration.

In 2018, so-called “migrant caravans”, convened through social media, emerged. The first caravan left
San Pedro Sula with approximately 1300 migrants, with thousands of Honduran (including many from
southern Honduras), Salvadoran and Guatemalan migrants joining on the route. Many consider that
these caravans have formed in response to a combination of the above-mentioned factors: violence,
economic pressure (reinforced by COVID-19) and climatic conditions (most importantly, droughts).

Motives for migration are also often intertwined on the level of individuals. For instance, most of the
interviewed community members in Choluteca mentioned the difficult economic situation as a reason
to migrate, however, the local economy is impacted by disasters and climate change acting as threat
multiplier, as well as by violence (e.g. extortions). There are, however, also important factors that
contribute to immobility, such as lack of resources to migrate (e.g. not embedded in remittance
economy), disabilities, or gender factors.

The drivers (and constraints) of migration in and from Honduras are thus highly dynamic and highlight
the need for an interconnected approach of understanding and addressing migration.

" FLACSO-OMIH y UNAH 2020: Ciclos migratorios en Honduras https://omih.unah.edu.hn/assets/Uploads/Cuaderno-N9-Ci-
clos-migratorios-en-Honduras.pdf

8 Remittances account for over 25% of the national GDP. CIA World Factbook, accessed on 03.02.2025.

® Maquilas are factories owned by foreign entities that assemble, manufacture or process raw materials for exportation and that are
largely duty-free and tariff-free.



https://omih.unah.edu.hn/assets/Uploads/Cuaderno-N9-Ciclos-migratorios-en-Honduras.pdf
https://omih.unah.edu.hn/assets/Uploads/Cuaderno-N9-Ciclos-migratorios-en-Honduras.pdf
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/honduras/#economy
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Impacts of migration on local communities

Nearly every family in the dry corridor has at least one member that has migrated either domestically or
internationally. Remittances are thus an important factor in the local economy, and for some families
they are the only income. The interviewed community members and experts perceive the remittances
as a positive factor for the communities, as they allow to ensure the food security of the families, to
construct or improve housing, establish a local business, or pay for health expenses, and thus,
ultimately, to improve wellbeing. One expert, on the other hand, noted that the remittances also
created dependencies.

Migration, however, also aggravates the situation of the remaining people in the local communities. As
mostly young people migrate, their work force is missing in agriculture, cattle farming and local
businesses. FGD participants stressed the additional workload on the elderly, obliging them to
cultivate either less or change to less labour-intensive crops. In addition, the experts mentioned the
loss of ethical and moral values as a result of family disintegration, putting particularly adolescents
at risk to join criminal groups. For some years, school desertion increased as a result of the strategy
to migrate with a minor towards the US.

One FDG participant mentioned that as many male community members have migrated, women have
started to be more empowered.

The lack of non-agriculture employment opportunities in the South of Honduras is not only a driver for
migration for the local population, but aggravates the situation of migrants in transit. Honduras is a key
country for the transit and reception of migrants and refugees from over 100 nationalities. Between
January and November 2024, the National Institute of Migration (INM) recorded the entry of 358,682
people. This poses a humanitarian challenge for migrants and host communities, generating risks
related to gender-based violence, human trafficking, and forced labor. During the early months of
2025, over 7,400 Honduran migrants have been deported from the United States, and another 1,800
people returned from Mexico. Despite these numbers being well below the estimate of U.S.
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) of up to 261,651 Hondurans potentially facing
deportation in 2025, the high number of returnees aggravates patterns of internal displacement and
poses an enormous challenge to the humanitarian response from the government and international
organizations.
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Implications and recommendations for future projects

o Make the effort to better understand the complex and intertwined motives for migration instead of
basing policies and intervention around monocausal explanations. “Climate-induced migration” as
such does not exist in Honduras, but is embedded in economic, political, social, and environmental
“climates”.

e Addressing climate-related migration requires an integrated approach including interventions
tackling climate change adaptation, sustainable natural resource management, employment
opportunities, access to public health services, gender inequalities, social inclusion, land tenure,
rule of law, etc.

e Based on its experience Honduras and El Salvador, the Swiss Red Cross supports the
development of a regional migration strategy in Central America, in collaboration with five National
Red Cross Societies'?. The aim of this regional strategy is to provide support to migrants from
Central America and beyond on their route, as well as to host communities.

This factsheet was developed by The Swiss NGO DRR Platform is a network of NGO professionals
Swiss Red Cross 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.

2024 | Swiss NGO DRR Platform

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.



https://drrplatform.org/

