
MIGRATION, URBANIZATION AND CLIMATE CHANGE

ADAPTATION: FACTS AND CHALLENGES
Symposium 
The Winds of Change? Exploring Climate Change-Driven Migration and Related Impacts in the 

Pacific Northwest 

Friday, June 24th – Portland, Oregon

Hosted by Portland State University’s Population Research Center and Institute of Portland 

Metropolitan Studies and the University of Washington Climate Impacts Group

https://cig.uw.edu/news-and-events/events/migration-symposium/

JOSE MIGUEL GUZMAN, ICF INTERNATIONAL 

JOSEMIGUEL.GUZMAN@ICFI.COM

https://cig.uw.edu/news-and-events/events/migration-symposium/
mailto:Josemiguel.guzman@icfi.com


Climate change adaptation: the starting point

Where are we going? 

 Climate change is happening everywhere.

 Record high temperature

 Sea level rise

 Extreme weather events

 We have a better knowledge on what needs to be done on mitigation. 

 Yet, decisions regarding reduction on CO2 are mainly political in nature and 
therefore tend to be delayed because of group interests.

 But our understanding on what to do (and how to do it) on adaptation is more 
incomplete

 Thinks are happening very fast. 

 We are just in the experimental phase. Very naïve solutions (Maladaptation, IPCC 
AR5).

 We have made progress in conceptualizing adaptation but some components are 
not yet well integrated (population growth, urbanization)

 People will have to adapt to climate change with the resources they have, with the 
options available to them.

 Migration has been always an option for adapting to environmental changes

 At the macro level, demographic changes, particularly rapid and unplanned 
urbanization, must be better included in the equation of adaptation.



Climate change adaptation: A new framework

IPCC Perspective (AR5, 2014)

International Background



Climate change adaptation: A new framework

IPCC Perspective (AR5, 2014)

 A new focus on human systems including 
the interactions between adaptation and 
mitigation. Until AR5 the focus was on the 
systems more than in human adaptation.

 Better linkages between adaptation and 
mitigation

 An emphasis on vulnerability as a key 
component for understanding adaptation 
as ‘Multidimensional vulnerability’ driven 
by intersecting dimensions of inequality. 



Climate change adaptation: A new framework

IPCC Perspective (AR5, 2014)



Climate change adaptation: a new framework 

IPCC Perspective (AR5, 2014)



Climate change adaptation: The political response

Paris Agreement (UNFCC, 2015)

 “Parties recognize that adaptation is a global challenge faced by all 
with local, subnational, national, regional and international dimensions, 
and that it is a key component of and makes a contribution to the long-
term global response to climate change to protect people, livelihoods 
and ecosystems, taking into account the urgent and immediate needs 
of those developing country Parties that are particularly vulnerable to 
the adverse effects of climate change” Article 7, Item 2, Paris 
Agreement, 2015.

 “Parties acknowledge that adaptation action should follow a country-
driven, gender-responsive, participatory and fully transparent 
approach, taking into consideration vulnerable groups, communities 
and ecosystems, and should be based on and guided by the best 
available science and, as appropriate, traditional knowledge, 
knowledge of indigenous peoples and local knowledge systems…”” 
Article 7, Item 5, Paris Agreement, 2015. 

http://unfccc.int/files/meetings/paris_nov_2015/application/pdf/paris_agre
ement_english_.pdf

http://unfccc.int/files/meetings/paris_nov_2015/application/pdf/paris_agreement_english_.pdf


International perspectives on migration and adaptation

Response or strategy? 

Migration and adaptation 

to climate change



International perspectives on migration and adaptation

What we know? 

 It started as ‘Migration as a catastrophic event 
caused by climate change’.  Hundreds of 
million people will migrate as a result of climate 
change.

 An oversimplification 

 Knowledge used to derive these figures was 
quite limited 

 Now, a more nuanced perspective is being 
developed and we know that:

 The relationship between environmental 
change and migration is much more 
complex than often supposed. There are 
different pathways.



International perspectives on migration and adaptation

We also know…

 How people react with migration to climate 
hazards will depend on the severity and duration 
(persistence) of the hazard, the vulnerabilities of 
population and communities but also on available 
assets. 

 Implementing migration decisions requires 
resources (economic, emotional, others). Non 
migration (trapped populations) could be 
considered as a failure of adaptation.

 There is not an unique response: migration is only 
one of the options.

 The impact on migration is not the same with a 
sudden climate event than with a longer-term 
climate variability. 



International perspectives on migration and adaptation

We also know…

 Disasters  (types, duration and persistence) differ 
considerably in their potential to instigate migration.

 People use migration as a survival strategy. In developing 
countries, individual and communities incorporate 
environmental risks in their livelihoods strategies through 
copying mechanisms.

 Environmental change and migration linkages is in 
constant interaction with a range of other economic, 
social, political and demographic factors. In many cases 
it is not a simple task to quantify which is  the most 
determinant.

 Migration can be seen as an opportunity and not 
necessarily as a disaster. Migration as an effective 
adaptation strategy, an adaptive response to climate 
change, implies a more positive approach.



International perspectives on migration and adaptation

Just two examples

 Climate change has the potential to influence 
migration through different pathways. 

 In some countries of Africa (Senegal and Burkina 
Faso), it has been found that excessive precipitation 
is associated with increased international 
outmigration (Senegal). It has been also observed 
that in the case of Burkina Faso, heat waves 
decrease international migration.

 The results for Mexico are different: an increase in 
temperature and decline in precipitation can lead to 
increased risks of migration. The effect are not linear. 
There is  increase followed by a decrease in the 
strength of the climate-migration association after a 
climate shock.

(Narwrotzki et al. , 2016 and Narwrotzki and DeWaard, 2016) 



Demographic dynamics and climate change in 

developing countries 

The role or population growth and structure 

Why demographic change 

matters?



Demographic dynamics and climate change in 

developing countries 

The role or population growth
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Demographic dynamics and climate change in 

developing countries 

The role or population growth and composition change

 Increased population

 More younger people (particularly 

in Africa)

 More older people (elsewhere)



Demographic dynamics and climate change in 

developing countries 

Urbanization
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Urbanization and climate change in developing 

countries

Therefore…

 Most of the population growth will be urban growth. 
Part of this is due to migration. 

 The potential for urbanization in Asia (and in Africa) 
is unprecedented. 

 Therefore, most of the adaptation will occurs in 
cities.

 In many countries, particularly in South and 
Southeast Asia, most urban population growth in the 
next decades will occur on some of the most flood-
prone land in the World. In these areas households 
tend to be poorer (Balk et al., 2016, ADB, 2014 ).



Urbanization and climate change in developing 

countries

Urbanization challenges adaptation frameworks

 Under the theory of complex systems the result at a given 
time is heavily influenced by the initial conditions. So, the 
moment of acting is absolutely relevant if we want to avoid 
the negative shape, structure and permanence of slums in  
a context of climate change.

 Cities must be considered as dynamic entities to favor 
changes in developing countries 'adaptation policies

 Even when they are seriously looking for the introduction of 
good adaptation programs, a duplication of the population 
every 12-15 years make this task practically unachievable. 

 Therefore, a high population growth in a context of climate 
change would make very challenging, even for cities with 
the resources of Portland, to implement successfully 
sustainable climate resilience policies 



What could happen in the Northwest? 
CLIMATE CHANGE PREPARATION STRATEGY 

The City of Portland, Oregon

 The Portland Metropolitan region is projected to grow by 
nearly 1 million people by 2030, An increased population 
may exacerbate existing challenges.

 In addition to immigration to the region because of 
traditional rationales (social, economic, etc.), planners are 
beginning to consider the possibility of “climate migrants” 
or “climate refugees.

 Understanding the economic circumstances and 
demographic characteristics of those likely to migrate 
helps planners understand the mix of jobs, housing and 
culturally appropriate social support necessary for 
successful inclusion of immigrant communities. 

 https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bps/64079

https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bps/64079


What could happen in the Northwest? 

What happens if Portland growths as Kinshasa (4%)? 
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Challenges for research
Population projections of cities need to be improved

 New and more complex models incorporating 

climate change related migration, access to 

resources as water, transportation systems, etc. and 
also considering the political decision-making 

context need to be re-considered. 

 In some cases, participatory approaches can be 

used to determine possible level of key parameters 

that specialists in respective areas consider as 

probable(Bayesian). 



Challenges for research
Better measurement of vulnerabilities and exposure

 This an area of work increasingly promising

 Incorporation if multiple layers of data

 Good news: Thanks to new data availability at the 

global level, layers of economic, social, demographic 

and environmental data are becoming increasingly 

available.

 Use of big data is still limited but must be exploited



Climate change adaptation

Challenges for policies

 It is true that:

 Poor countries and poorest people within the countries will 
suffer disproportionally

 Resources available in developing nations will be 
disproportionate to resources needed for adaptation

 Inequalities will affect the possibility to generate sustainable 
changes

 Migration barriers are growing everywhere

 But it is also true that:

 It is not the first time human has to adapt. 

 Technology available is better

 People are more concentrated as cities became the space for people 
adaptation

 People are more educated

 More data is available

 Changes in age structure will require young migrants



Thanks !


