
This is a repository copy of Using a migration systems approach to understand the link 
between climate change and urbanisation in Malawi.

White Rose Research Online URL for this paper:
http://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/88735/

Article:

Suckall, N, Fraser, E, Forster, P et al. (1 more author) (2015) Using a migration systems 
approach to understand the link between climate change and urbanisation in Malawi. 
Applied Geography, 63. 244 - 252. ISSN 0143-6228 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2015.07.004

© 2015, Elsevier. Licensed under the Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ 

eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/

Reuse 

Unless indicated otherwise, fulltext items are protected by copyright with all rights reserved. The copyright 
exception in section 29 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 allows the making of a single copy 
solely for the purpose of non-commercial research or private study within the limits of fair dealing. The 
publisher or other rights-holder may allow further reproduction and re-use of this version - refer to the White 
Rose Research Online record for this item. Where records identify the publisher as the copyright holder, 
users can verify any specific terms of use on the publisher’s website. 

Takedown 

If you consider content in White Rose Research Online to be in breach of UK law, please notify us by 
emailing eprints@whiterose.ac.uk including the URL of the record and the reason for the withdrawal request. 

mailto:eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/


  

1 

 

1. Introduction 

AƐ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ͛Ɛ ĐůŝŵĂƚĞ ĐŚĂŶŐĞƐ͕ the livelihoods of farming communities, who are directly dependent 

on natural resources, will be affected.  One possible consequence is accelerated rural-urban 

migration (Devereux, 1999, Barrios et al., 2006), which is a concern to policy makers in less 

developed countries (LDCs). This is because rapid urbanisation already presents challenges for 

housing, transport, and social infrastructure such as health and education facilities (Cohen, 2006, 

Tacoli, 2009, Alirol et al., 2011). Despite this, there is little empirical evidence to support the idea 

that climate change will induce urban migration (Lilleør and Van den Broeck, 2011). Although the 

impact of climate change on migration patterns is hotly debated, the debate remains largely 

theoretical. Consequently, much is unknown about the impact of climate change on urbanisation.  

Understanding the impact of rural-urban migration on urbanisation is complicated by the idea that 

most migrants in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA)  move back and forth between a sending and receiving 

area as they attempt to access distant resources that are not linked to the local economy (Potts, 

2010) , thus protecting a family from agricultural shocks and stresses (Massey et al., 1993). Given 

that ƚŚĞƐĞ ͞circular migrants͟ return to their rural households, it is assumed that urbanisation does 

not occur as migrants do not stay in the city permanently (Potts, 2010). However, in predominantly 

rural countries where climate change threatens rural opportunities, urban areas may be seen to 

offer a better life (Barrios et al., 2006, Warner, 2010, Parnell and Walawege, 2011). This may lead to 

an overall reallocation of labour from rural to urban areas in the form of more permanent migration 

patterns (Barrios et al., 2006, Collier et al., 2008). 

To tease these issues apart, this paper examines how climate change may affect rural-urban 

migration and urbanisation in Malawi, Southern Africa.  We begin by reviewing the global literature 

on climate and migration before focusing on Malawi. We follow this by presenting the ͚ŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ 
ƐǇƐƚĞŵ͛ (Mabogunje, 1970) that provides a theoretical framework for our research before outlining 

our data collection methods. We then present data that examine our three research questions:  

(i) Who ĂƌĞ MĂůĂǁŝ͛Ɛ ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ?  

(ii) How are sending and receiving areas linked? 

(iii) How long do migrants stay in town and at what point do they become permanent?  

For each of our research questions, we also consider how climate change may affect our findings. 

Finally, we ĐŽŶĐůƵĚĞ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƉĞƌ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ŽĨ ĐůŝŵĂƚĞ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ŽŶ MĂůĂǁŝ͛Ɛ 
migration system.  

2. Climate, environment and migration  

The link between migration, environment and climate is complex. This is partly because migration 

decisions are made against a backdrop of political, social, cultural, economic and environmental 

issues (Black et al., 2013). This means that different populations (and different communities within a 

population) are likely to respond to a single environmental pressure in different ways.  This 

complexity is reflected in the empirical literature from across the globe. For example, Barrios et al. 

(2006) report that a combination of rainfall change and policy reform in post-colonial Africa led to 

urbanisation. Conversely, using the same method specifically in Burkina Faso, Henry et al. (2004) 

found no such relationship. They did, however, find that men were more likely to leave their village 
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for a new rural area following poor rainfall, whereas women were less likely to leave at this time. 

Feng et al. (2012) report a relationship between climate-driven reduced crop yield in the US Corn 

Belt and youth migration to urban areas. However, Gray and Mueller (2012) find that, in Bangladesh, 

household level crop failure does not result in migration due to loss of assets needed to migrate, as 

well as the requirement for increased labour during crisis. 

Despite this complexity, one common theme emerges; that migration in response to environmental 

stresses and shocks follows pre-established labour migration networks (Findley, 1994, Mortreux and 

Barnett, 2009). However, severe and prolonged ecological change may begin to create new 

migration patterns, for example a shift from dry-season migration to wet-season migration amongst 

poorer farmers (Rademacher-Schulz et al., 2012), or very short distance movements by the most 

vulnerable (Wrathall and Suckall, 2014). Whether or not environmental change will affect the flow of 

migrants to urban areas is very likely to depend on the country context.  

3. Case Study: Malawi  

3.1 Climate, environment and migration in Malawi  

Given the context specific nature of migration decision-making we respond to a suggestion from 

Black et al. (2008) to conduct research that explores how climate change may affect current 

migration patterns using locally-specific case studies. We do this in Malawi, a small landlocked 

country in Southern Africa bordered by Mozambique, Tanzania and Zimbabwe (Figure 1).  
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We focus on Malawi for three reasons (1) the country is home to a large rural population that 

directly depends on farming for food and income (ref); (2) climate change and variability threaten 

rural livelihoods by causing a decline in agricultural productivity as well as increasing the frequency 

of extreme events; and, (3) given the absence of alternative rural livelihood options outside of 

agriculture, it is certainly possible that climate associated changes may prompt rural dwellers to 

move to the country͛Ɛ ƌĂƉŝĚůǇ ĞǆƉĂŶĚŝŶŐ ƵƌďĂŶ ĂƌĞĂƐ (Schensul et al., 2013) where workers earn 

over two thirds of the median earning of their rural counterparts (NSO, 2014). However, there is 

currently little evidence to suggest this is the case.  We expand on these points below. 

First, ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛Ɛ ϭϯ ŵŝůůŝŽŶ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐ͕ ϴϭ͘Ϯй ĂƌĞ ƌƵƌĂů ĨĂrmers (NSO, 2008) of whom 97% rely on 

maize for food and income (Bezu et al., 2014). Maize productivity is low and most families operate 

below subsistence with significant impacts on well-being (Denning et al., 2009, GoM, 2006).  Second, 

well-being is likely to be further affected by climate change and variability as a result of both 

declining crop yields and increased frequency of extreme events. EǆĂĐƚůǇ ŚŽǁ MĂůĂǁŝ͛Ɛ climate will 

change over the next decades is not fully understood partly because of a poor understanding of the 

complex interactions between the drivers of the African climate and partly due to a lack of local 

weather data (Conway, 2009).  Data that do exist, show temperatures have increased by 0.9°C 

between 1960-2006, with projections suggesting an increase of up to 5°C by the 2090s (McSweeney 

et al., 2010). Changes in rainfall patterns are harder to establish due to variability (Vincent et al., 

2014), but observations suggest there has been no change in onset, duration or amount of rain 

(Simelton et al., 2013). However,  models consistently project  a decrease in dry season rainfall and 

an increase in wet season rainfall, mostly as a result of heavy  rainfall events (McSweeney et al., 

2010).  Overall, climate change and variability is likely to have significant implications for rural 

livelihoods and well-being. For example, regional estimates suggest maize yields will fall by 1% for 

each grŽǁŝŶŐ ĚĂǇ ƐƉĞŶƚ ĂďŽǀĞ ϯϬരΣC ĂŶĚ ĂƐ ŵƵĐŚ ĂƐ ϭ͘ϳй ƵŶĚĞƌ ĚƌŽƵŐŚƚ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ (Lobell et al., 

2011). This is likely to be compounded by a shorter growing season (Vizy et al., 2015).  Well-being 

will be further compromised by more frequent floods and droughts (Conway, 2009). Malawi is 

already prone to extreme events,  for example, drought in 2002 was one factor in a serious food 

crisis throughout the country (Devereux, 2002). More recently, flooding in early-2015 displaced 

230,000 people and resulted in over 100 deaths (Unicef, 2015).  

Third, empirical evidence detailing how Malawian households use rural-urban migration to deal with 

climate change and variability is lacking. However, there is some evidence that households use rural-

rural migration to deal with environmental stress (Potts, 2006b, Lewin et al., 2012). There is also 

evidence that intra-rural moves are influenced by environmental conditions in the potential 

destination. For example, Lewin et al. (2012) observe that Malawian migrants are less likely to move 

to areas that have had high rainfall variability during the last ten rainy seasons, or where drought has 

occurred in the last five years. Historically, Christiansen (1984)  suggests rural-rural migrations have 

been influenced by low population density in destinations as farmers search for land. However, if 

climate change alters the rural landscape on a wide scale, favourable rural environments are likely to 

become scare.  Taking this into account, the Government of Malawi has suggested that diminishing 

land holdings, a lack of off-farm economic opportunities, natural disasters and environmental 

degradation are already contributing to urbanisation (Brown, 2011). 

Against a backdrop of environmental change͕ MĂůĂǁŝ͛Ɛ ϮϬϬϴ ƉŽƉƵůĂƚŝŽŶ ĐĞŶƐƵƐ (NSO, 2008) shows 

inter-censual annual growth (from 1998) in the four major cities, including the capital, Lilongwe, 
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which grew by 4.3%.  Currently, around 25% of all migrations by household heads are to urban areas 

(Lewin et al., 2012). It is noted that not all urbanisation can be attributed to migration. Aside from 

natural city growth through urban births, it is generally assumed that migration in Malawi is like 

other Southern African nations and is temporary and circular with (Orr and Mwale, 2001, Englund, 

2002, Bryceson and Fonseca, 2006, Mtika, 2007, Potts, 2010). Similarly, it is generally accepted that, 

as part of a household insurance strategy, circular migrants remit part of their income back to the 

rural house (Davies and Davey, 2008, Davies et al., 2009, Davies, 2011). Remittances are 

unidirectional (urban to rural) and although some bi-directionality has been noted it is usually 

between rural households (Davies and Davey, 2008).  

 

3.2 Study sites  

TŽ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ ƉĂƚƚĞƌŶƐ ŵŽƌĞ ĨƵůůǇ͕ ǁĞ ĐŚŽƐĞ MĂůĂǁŝ͛Ɛ ĐĂƉŝƚĂů LŝůŽŶŐǁĞ ƚŽ ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ ŽƵƌ 
urban receiving region. Lilongwe was selected for inclusion in the study as it is home to a sizeable 

population of migrants (Englund, 2002, Potts, 2006b). Its position as a migrant centre was confirmed 

at the start of the first field season through interviews with local experts from the UNDP and the 

University of Malawi. To locate suitable rural sending regions, we used census data (NSO, 2008) to 

select one district that had experienced increased out-migration between the 1998-2008 censuses 

and one district that had experienced insignificant or static migration between the censuses.  We 

then approached the district level agricultural extension team to identify villages that had been 

exposed to the types of shocks and stresses that are common in Malawi.  Specifically, we selected 

Chikamana in Balaka Distirct, Southern Region where migration has increased since 1998, and 

Hinnock in Lilongwe District, Central Region where migration has remained static. To ensure each 

village was representative of other villages in the district, and, therefore, relatively typical of Malawi 

as a nation (i.e. a nation dominated by subsistence maize-farmers who are extremely vulnerable to 

climate change), we conducted focus groups in at the start of the first field season in each village. 

During focus groups, we established that maize farming was the key livelihood activity with cotton 

growing a secondary activity in Chikamana and tobacco production a secondary activity in Hinnock. 

Respondents reported a decline in agricultural productivity and increasingly pronounced hungry 

season that they attributed to temperature increases, delayed and short rains and decreased soil 

fertility.  Both villages also reported sudden and acute shocks, specifically a severe hunger and 

flooding following heavy rain.  

 

4. Framework and data collection  

4.1 Theoretical framework  

To understand how movements between rural and urban regions in Malawi may be affected by 

climate change, we use the concept of the migration system. Migration system theory was 

introduced in a  seminal paper by Mabogunje (1970) who outlined a theory that focused on 

explaining ǁŚǇ ͞ĂŶǇ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ĨƌŽŵ ĂŶǇ ǀŝůůĂŐĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ŵŝŐƌĂƚĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĐŝƚǇ͟ ĂŶĚ  ǁŚǇ ƚŚĞǇ ǁŽƵůĚ 
become a permanent urban dweller (Mabogunje, 1970: 11) .  
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In a  migration system, a sending region (usually rural) and a receiving region (usually urban) are 

linked by the movement of people (i.e. migrants) and the flows of goods, capital (e.g. remittances), 

materials, ideas and information (Mabogunje, 1970, Bakewell et al., 2011, Bakewell, 2013, Curtis et 

al., 2015). However, not all of the community in a sending region will activly participate in the 

migration system. Mabogunje (1970) suggested that the size of the pool of potential migrants in a 

sending region may be affected by characteristcs such as age, wealth and family position. 

Furthermore, changing wages and job opportunities in the receiving region determine whether 

individuals in the pool of potential migrants actually migrate. As De Haas (2010: 18) points out 

͞ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ ŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĐĐƵƌƐ͕ ĐƌƵĐŝĂůůǇ ĚĞƉĞŶĚƐ Žn the skills and knowledge of migrants and conditions 

in the specific economic sectors where they are likely to find employment both at the origin and 

ĚĞƐƚŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ͘͟ However, it is acknowledge that ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ƉĞƌceptions of what the city may offer, rather 

than the reality they actually face when they arrive in town, is an important factor and this can 

explain ͚ŝƌƌĂƚŝŽŶĂů͛ ŵŽǀĞƐ ƚŽǁĂƌĚ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐĂůůǇ ƵŶƐƚĂďůĞ ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚƐ (Harris and Todaro, 1970). 

The theoretical foundation of the migration system is that a change in one part of the system, such 

as the creation of new businesses in a receiving region, or an environmental event in a sending 

region, will have repercussions throughout the entire system (Curtis et al., 2015). Following such a 

ĐŚĂŶŐĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ͚ĨůŽǁƐ ĂŶĚ ĐŽƵŶƚĞƌĨůŽǁƐ͛ that connect places reinforce migration amongst some 

pathways and to discourage it amongst others (Mabogunje, 1970).  Established migration systems 

can self-perpetuate, re-structure or decline (de Haas, 2009). In terms of self-perpetuation, foreign 

ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ŝŶ ƵƌďĂŶ ĂƌĞĂƐ ŵĂǇ ĨŽƌŵ Ă ͚ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ŵĂƐƐ͕͛ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ĞƚŚŶŝĐ ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐĞƐ ĂŶĚ 
communities that attract more ethnically similar migrants (Bakewell et al., 2011). For example, the 

EĂƐƚůĞŝŐŚ ĂƌĞĂ ŽĨ NĂŝƌŽďŝ ďĞĐĂŵĞ ŬŶŽǁŶ ĂƐ ͚LŝƚƚůĞ MŽŐĂĚŝƐŚƵ͛ ĂŶĚ ǁĂƐ ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐĞĚ ďǇ Ă ŚŝŐŚ 
demand for Somali labour (Campbell, 2006). Similarly, Mabogunje (1970) described how information 

about ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ͛ ƉƌŽŐƌĞƐƐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞir destination is transmitted back to the place of origin with positive 

infomtion encouraging further migration. However, there is little understanding of the internal 

mechanisms that drive migration systems, including how they come to decline (de Haas, 2009, 

Bakewell et al., 2011). 

 

4.2 Data collection 

Data were collected over two field seasons (2009 and 2010) in both sending and receiving areas. To 

ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ͕ ͚what are the characteristics of the current pool of potential 

migrants in Malawi͍͛ ǁĞ ĐŽŶĚƵĐƚĞĚ quantitative rural surveys to collect data on migration 

intentions. We then divided our rural population into two groups ʹ the pool of potential migrants 

and the potential non-migrants based on whether they indicated in the survey that they wanted to 

move to town (Table 1). In Hinnock, a third group, potential rural-rural migrants, emerged, however, 

we exclude this group from analysis as they fall outside of our objectives. Our rural surveys also 

collected data on social, human and financial capital. Social capital was proxied by the presence of 

urban contacts. Human capital was proxied by the number of years spent in education. Finally, 

financial capital was proxied by two elements. The first element examined how close to self-

ƐƵĨĨŝĐŝĞŶĐǇ Ă ŚŽƵƐĞŚŽůĚ ǁĂƐ ;ŝ͘Ğ͘ ƐŵĂůůŚŽůĚĞƌ ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀŝƚǇͿ ďĂƐĞĚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ MĂůĂǁŝ͛Ɛ 
categories of net food buyers, intermediate farmers and net food sellers (Chirwa et al., 2006). The 

ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ĞůĞŵĞŶƚ ĞǆĂŵŝŶĞĚ ƚŚĞ ŚŽƵƐĞŚŽůĚ͛Ɛ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ ǁŝƚŚ ganyu (off-farm work); usually, better-
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off households with more land employ poorer households to carry out ganyu (Vaughan, 1987, 

Bryceson, 2006). Accordingly, households were classed as better-off, intermediate or poor. Urban 

surveys used the same format as the rural surveys. However, migrants were asked to report on their 

social, human and financial capital at the time of their migration rather than their current situation.  

To understand the second research question ͚ŚŽǁ ĂƌĞ ƐĞŶĚŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ƌĞĐĞŝǀŝŶŐ ĂƌĞĂƐ ůŝŶŬĞĚ͍͛ ǁĞ ƵƐĞĚ 
data from the surveys, the in-depth interviews and the focus groups to examine how tangible (i.e. 

produce and money) and intangible (i.e. ideas and information) goods flow between sending and 

receiving areas.  

TŽ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ŽƵƌ ƚŚŝƌĚ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ͚how long do migrants stay in town and at what point do 

ƚŚĞǇ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ƉĞƌŵĂŶĞŶƚ͍͛ we used data from the urban surveys, as well as the in-depth interviews 

and focus groups to examine the duration of migration and the factors that influnce permenance or 

circualarity. Finally, to understand the impact of climate change on all three of our research 

questions, we used focus groups in the sending areas and receiving areas and in-depth interviews in 

sending and the receiving areas  to probe more deeply into migration decision-making. When 

discussing how climate change may affect future decision making, repondents were asked to think 

about how they had reacted  to previous stresses and shocks. Table one provides a full breakdown of 

the number of interviews, focus groups and surveys conducted in each region.   

Table 1 ʹ characteristics of the study sites and sampled population 

 Receiving region Sending regions 

 Lilongwe Chikamana Hinnock 

Population   

 

680,000  216 households  280 households  

Inter-censual population change 

between 1998 ʹ 2008 (Lewin et al. 2012) 

 

Net in-migration  Net out-

migration  

Net-out 

migration 

Distance from Lilongwe  0km 310 km 22 km 

 

Sampling  

Surveys 

Interviews  

Focus groups(total participants) 

 

 

97 

25 

23 

 

87 

25 

55 

 

57 

25 

45 

Average age of sampled population 22.6 41.8 34.6 

 

All data were collected by a local research team in the local language, Chichewa. The field team had 

extensive rural and urban field experience. Rural data collection focused on the area around the 

homesteads to avoid disturbing those at work in the field. Appropriate permission for the study was 

ŐƌĂŶƚĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ŚĞĂĚŵĂŶ ŽĨ ĞĂĐŚ ǀŝůůĂŐĞ͘ UƌďĂŶ ĚĂƚĂ ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ƚŽŽŬ ƉůĂĐĞ ŝŶ LŝůŽŶŐǁĞ͛Ɛ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂů 
housing areas, as well as in the market area ʹ a location where urban experts suggested was 

dominated by migrants. In all three study sites, data collection began with the surveys. Survey 

sampling was random; members of the research team called at every fifth house or every fifth 

market stall. In Lilongwe, the research team confirmed that each respondent was a migrant (defined 

as someone who had moved into the city after the age of 16) before data collection began.  

Following the surveys, focus groups took place in urban areas, as well as in the sending regions.  In 
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the sending regions, focus group participants were split into two groups; potential migrants and 

potential non-migrants. Finally, in-depth interviews took place with potential migrants and non-

migrants in all three study sites. Transcripts from the interviews and focus data were translated into 

English and were then coded and analysed for common themes by the principal researcher.   

Quantitative data from the survey were cleaned and entered into SPSS (Version 20) where Chi 

Squared and t-tests were performed. 

Quantitative data from the survey were cleaned and entered into SPSS where Chi Squared and t-

tests were performed.    

 

5. Results: Current migration system and possible impacts of climate change    

5.1 Who are Malawi's migrants?  

Our data show that the pool of potential migrants in the sending region had a higher level of 

financial, human and social capital than those who did not wish to migrate (Table 2). In terms of 

financial capital, those from intermediate households were more likely to belong to the pool of 

potential migrants than those from poor households. However, this finding may be misleading. 

Specifically, in Hinnock village, 53.8% of people from better-off households belonged to the pool of 

potential migrants, compared to 12.9% of people from intermediate households and 25% of people 

from the poorest households (p=0.01). In Chikamana, there was no significant relationship between 

migration intention and financial capital, possibly due to the generally low level of human capital 

(proxied by education) amongst all wealth groups that meant that even better-off households felt 

they would be unlikely to migrate. This may be because people of all wealth categories believe that 

education is essential for migration (Wrathall and Suckall, 2014).  Within Chikamana, potential 

migrants had 2.1 years more education than those outside the pool (p=0.02). In terms of social 

capital, 54.8% of those in the pool of migrants had a contact in town compared with just 19.5% of 

potential non-migrants (p=0.00). Finally, household heads were less likely to belong to the pool of 

potential migrants than other household members ʹ 18.7% of potential migrants were non-heads 

compared to 25% in the potential non-migrants, although this is not statistically significant (p=0.4) 

The importance of financial, human and social capital was even more prominent when looking at 

those who had already left the village. Almost half (49.2%) of those surveyed in Lilongwe had left 

better-off households. Surveyed migrants had spent 7.9 years in school compared to the national 

average of 3.2 years, and all had access to an urban social network before migration took place. 

Finally, data from the urban survey shows that the majority (74.3%) of migrants in Lilongwe were not 

household heads. Instead, they are the younger sons and daughters of better-off rural families.  

Given that the potential migrants are relevantly better off than those who do not wish to migrate it 

is clear that migration aspirations are not due to resource scarcity. Instead, our interview and focus 

group data suggests that the pool of potential migrants were motivated by pursuit of a life outside of 

farming, a life that is only available to those with enough resources to pursue it. For example; 

͞WŚǇ ǁŽƵůĚ I ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ƐƚĂǇ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ǀŝůůĂŐĞ ĂŶĚ ĐĂƌƌǇ ǁĂƚĞƌ ŽŶ ŵǇ ŚĞĂĚ͍ ͙ Why would I want 

to be a farmer? I went to school so I can be a secretary here in the town. I have money and I 
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can drink beer at the bar! What is there for me in the village? Nothing. My life is here in this 

ƚŽǁŶ͘͟  

(Female, 38, secretary at an agricultural organisation, Lilongwe) 

  

Table 2: Capital assets of respondents  

 National 
average 

 

Migrants in 
Lilongwe  

 

 

 

(n=97) 

 

Pool of 
potential 

urban 

migrants 

 

(n=34) 

 

Potential 
non-migrants  

 

 

 

(n=110) 

 

Access to urban social 

network 

n/a 100 54.8 19.5 

Better off (%) 

Intermediate (%) 

Poorest (%) 

10 

30 

60 

49.2 

37.7 

13 

20.9 

58.1 

20.9 

21.2 

48.4 

30.3 

Years at school 3.2 7.9 5.1 2.9 

Household head (%) - 25.8 18.7 25 

Age  - 22.6 28.2 42.2 

 

5.2 The possible impact of climate change on potential migrants 

Data gathered during focus groups and interviews suggest two ways that climate change may reduce 

the ability of the pool of migrants to enter the migration system. The first was by reducing the 

ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂů ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ͛ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ acquire the human and financial capital that migration depends on. The 

second was that climate change may reduce employment opportunities in urban areas, which in turn 

affects ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂů ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ͛ ĂĐcess to urban social networks (see section 5).   

In terms of the first point, focus group data revealed how climate change threatened both human 

and financial capital. In terms of human capital, focus group respondents argued that drought and 

floods reduced ƉŽŽƌ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ ƐĞŶĚ children to school.  For example; 

͞HƵŶŐƌǇ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ǁŽŶ͛ƚ ŐŽ ƚŽ ƐĐŚŽŽů͘ I ŬŶŽǁ ƚŚŝƐ ŚĂƐ ŚĂƉƉĞŶĞĚ ďĞĨŽƌĞ͘ TŚĞ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ǁĞƌĞ ƚŽŽ 
hungry to walk to school. And they ǁĞƌĞ ƚŽŽ ŚƵŶŐƌǇ ƚŽ Ɛŝƚ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ ůĞĂƌŶ͘͟  

(Interview with the chief of Chikamana) 

Financial capital was also threatened by climate change since environmental stresses and shocks 

reduce agricultural productivity on which people depend for income.  This is important given that 

53.6% of rural survey respondents funded their migration by engaging in agricultural activities within 

their own village.  When rural income is reduced, migration becomes less likely; 

͞IĨ I ŐĞƚ Ă ŐŽŽĚ ŚĂƌǀĞƐƚ ŶĞǆƚ ǇĞĂƌ͕ ƚŚĞŶ I ǁŝůů ďĞ ĂďůĞ to sell my crops and just go to town. If I 

ŐĞƚ ŶŽ ůƵĐŬ I ǁŝůů ũƵƐƚ ƐƚĂǇ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ I ŶĞĞĚ ŵŽŶĞǇ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ĐƌŽƉƐ ƚŽ ůĞĂǀĞ͘͟  

(Male, potential rural-urban migrant, Hinnock ʹ Focus group statement) 
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Overall, therefore, our findings suggest that in terms of who the migrants are: (1) it is only relatively 

well-off people (where being well-off is a function of both human and financial capital) who are able 

to migrate and (2) in as much as climate change reduces human and financial capital then climate 

change may increase barriers to urban migration.   

 

5.3 Links between sending and receiving regions  

Data reveal (1) that the flow of tangible assets (i.e. money and goods) between sending and 

receiving areas is bilateral; and (2) that intangible assets such as information about urban 

opportunities are an important factor in the decision-making process amongst potential migrants.  

With regard to our first point, our survey data show that urban -rural flow of money, or remittances, 

was the most prominent form of exchange; 77.7% of respondents regularly sent money home to 

rural families (Table 3). There was a correlation between time spent in town and ability to remit 

money with more experienced migrants (those who had been in town over ten years) more likely to 

remit than new arrivals (p=0.03). Focus group data suggested that this was less a function of a new 

ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ͛Ɛ ƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞ ƚŽ ĨŝŶĚ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ͕ ĂŶĚ ǁĂƐ ƐŝŵƉůǇ ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŝǀĞ ŽĨ the fact that new migrants had 

not yet had a chance to visit their rural homes. For example; 

͞I ŚĂǀĞŶ͛ƚ ƐĞŶƚ ĂŶǇ ŵŽŶĞǇ ŚŽŵĞ ǇĞƚ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ I ǁŝůů ƚĂŬĞ ŝƚ ǁŚĞŶ I ǀŝƐŝƚ ĂŶĚ I ŚĂǀĞ ŶŽƚ ďĞĞŶ 
back. I will go next month and then I will take my family some money. If you have friends 

going back to the village, they can take the money for you. But I will take it mysĞůĨ͘͟  

(Male, Focus Group Statement, Lilongwe) 

Furthermore, once a migrant became established in town, they were able to send money home to 

support ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ migration. In Lilongwe, 46.4% of migrants had funded their move after receiving 

such Ă ͚ŐŝĨƚ͛͘  

While finding evidence of urban - rural flows is unsurprising, data also demonstrates that rural -

urban flows are extremely important. More particularly, reverse remittance, where rural households 

send money or food to their urban members, were reported by over half of the urban survey 

respondents. Focus group discussions revealed two explanations for this. First, urban focus group 

participants described how fluctuations in urban food prices meant that they often struggled to 

purchase enough food to meet their needs and needed loans from rural family members. The 

second explanation was the idea that rural households are keen to ensure their urban member 

remained close, despite physical distance. In this way, reverse remittances are an investment as the 

urban recipient is more likely to reciprocate by sending money home. For example, a young vender 

explained; 

͞EǀĞŶ Ă ͚ďŝŐ ŵĂŶ͛ ŝŶ ƚŽǁŶ ǁŝůů ƌĞĐĞŝǀĞ Ă ďĂŐ ŽĨ ŵĂŝǌĞ ǁŚĞŶ ŚĞ ŐŽĞƐ ŚŽŵĞ͘ Iƚ ŝƐ ƐŽ ŚĞ ĚŽĞƐ ŶŽƚ 
ĨŽƌŐĞƚ ŚŝƐ ƌƵƌĂů ĨĂŵŝůǇ͟  

(Female, 19, phone card vendor, Lilongwe ʹ Interview statement) 

Our focus group data also show for many migrants, the way they obtained an urban income was by 

selling the products of rural labour such as food, fire wood or handicrafts.  In this way, rural produce 

flowed from the rural to urban areas where it was sold in the market. For example, as one 

respondent noted; 
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͞I ƐĞůů ĨƌƵŝƚ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ŵĂƌŬĞƚ͘ I ďƵǇ ďŽǆĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŽŵĂƚŽĞƐ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ŶĞǆƚ ĚŝƐƚƌŝĐƚ ĂůŽŶŐ ĂŶĚ I ĐŽŵĞ ƚŽ 
town and sell them. I stay with my sister in town, but if I have a lot of tomatoes to sell and I 

ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ƐĞůů ĞĂƌůǇ͕ I ƐůĞĞƉ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŵĂƌŬĞƚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ ǁŽŵĞŶ͘͟  

 (Female, 40, vegetable seller, Lilongwe ʹ Focus group statement) 

As a result, we conclude from these data that to a large extent, urban migrants at least partly 

depend on the economic activity and labour of their rural family members.   

 

Table 3: Rural-urban linkages  

 All migrants  

 

 

 

% 

New arrivals 

 (<1 year in town) 

 

 

% 

Experienced 

migrants  

(>1 year and <10 

years in town) 

% 

Dedicated 

urbanites  

(>10 years in 

town) 

% 

Remits goods back 

to the village* 

77.1 64.3 

 

86.1 

 

100 

Receives goods 

from the village 

50.7 21.4 

 

55.5 

 

57.9 

 

Returns to help 

with farming 

24.6 35.7 19.4 

 

26.3 

 

Has visited the 

village since 

moving to town 

85.5 

 

78.6  

 

94.7  

 

97.2 

 

*Statistically significant (p=0.03) 

 

5.4 The possible impact of climate change on rural-urban linkages 

Our data reveal that climate change impacts are likely to impact on rural-urban linkages in three 

main ways: (1) the price and quality of goods available in town; (2) the direction of remittances 

between sending and receiving regions; and (3) the flow of negative information from the receiving 

to the sending regions.   

In terms of the first point, focus group participants described how changes to prices and goods in 

town could be as a result of direct climate impact within town, as well as impacts that took place in 

the rural areas. Direct urban climate impacts included urban flooding that led to the direct loss of 

productive assets and/or illness that in turn leads to an inability to work;  

͞WŚĞŶ ŝƚ ƌĂŝŶƐ ĨŽƌ Ă ůŽŶŐ ƚŝŵĞ͕ ĞǀĞƌǇƚŚŝŶŐ ŝƐ ĂĨĨĞĐƚĞĚ͘ TŚĞ ĐŚĂƌĐŽĂů ĂŶĚ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ĂƌĞ ǁĞƚ͘  
No one wants wet charcoal. Business drops a lot and then you have no money. Last time the 

ƌŝǀĞƌ ĨůŽŽĚĞĚ͕ ŵǇ ĨƌŝĞŶĚ͛Ɛ ĐŚŝĐŬĞŶƐ ǁĞƌĞ swept awaǇ͘͟ 

(Female, 35, roadside charcoal seller,  Lilongwe ʹ Interview statement) 

Indirect impacts that originated in rural areas included floods and droughts in districts that supply 

the city with rural goods, such as food, firewood or timber. Either way, focus group participants 

argued that climate change could affect commodity prices if demand exceeded supply. The impact of 

this was noted by all urban respondents; 
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͞WŚĞŶ there is a problem like a drought in some place, food costs so much more than in 

good times. There is still food here in town. We can see the food for sale but we cannot 

ĂĨĨŽƌĚ ƚŽ ďƵǇ ŝƚ͘͟  

(Female, 39, tomato seller, Lilongwe ʹ Interview Statement) 

Similalrly, heavy rains in rural areas increase the price of goods in  town as transport links are 

affected; 

͞OƵƌ ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ ĐĂŶ ƐƵĨĨĞƌ ŝĨ ƚŚĞƌĞ ĂƌĞ ůŽƚƐ ŽĨ ƌĂŝŶƐ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŚĞ ƌŽĂĚƐ ĂƌĞ ƐůŝƉƉĞƌǇ͘  WĞ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ 
get to make more coffins for these people who die on the road! No! It is the other way; we 

are unable to get trees for the coffins because of the poor road conditions.  Also, the trees 

ĂƌĞ ǁĞƚ ĂŶĚ ŝƚ ŝƐ ŚĂƌĚ ĨŽƌ ƵƐ ƚŽ ƵƐĞ ƚŚĞŵ͘͟  

(Male, 33, Coffin maker, Lilongwe ʹ Interview Statement) 

In terms of the second point, participants argued that rural-urban (i.e. reverse) remittances would 

increase following flooding or drought. Where a rural flood or drought occurred, many urbanites 

would lose access to products to sell and would have to be supported by the rural family members 

who were also coping with a loss of assets in the rural environment.  If the climate problem affected 

the urban area, then the loss of assets would again require rural family members to support their 

urban relations.  This was because nearly all those employed in the urban informal sector depended 

on agriculture regardless of whether or not they sold rural produce directly. The urban survey data 

showed only 15.4% of respondents sold crops and a further 12.3% sold processed food (such as 

donuts). A third (33.8%) of respondents were involved in services (e.g. security guards).  Over a 

quarter of respondents (26.1%) sold non-food items such mobile phone credit, clothing, and 

hardware.  Finally, 12.3% worked on an ad-hoc basis in whatever role they could get.  However, 

interview and focus group data revel that all groups would be negatively affected by climate impacts; 

 ͞DƵƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƌĂŝŶƐ ŵŽŶĞǇ ŝƐ ƐĐĂƌĞ͘ PĞŽƉůĞ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ƐƉĞŶĚ͘ TŚĞǇ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ŐŽ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ 
ĐĂĨĠ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŚĞǇ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŽ ƐĂǀĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŵŽŶĞǇ͘ AĨƚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ƌĂŝŶƐ ƚŚĞǇ ĐŽŵĞ ďĂĐŬ͘͟  

(Female, 27, waitress/cook, Lilongwe ʹ Interview statement) 

Focus group participants also explained that when times were hard in town, they were more likely to 

rely on their rural family to send them food; 

͞WĞ ŶĞĞĚ ŚĞůƉ ĨƌŽŵ ŽƵƌ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŝŶ ƚŽǁŶ ǁĞ ĂƌĞ ƉŽŽƌ͘ IŶ ƚŽǁŶ͕ ĨŽŽĚ ĐŽƐƚƐ ŵŽŶĞǇ͕ ďƵƚ 
in the village it is free. If our farms in the village are producing food, we should be able to 

ŚĂǀĞ ƚŚŝƐ ĨŽŽĚ͊͟ 

(Male, 33, car parts trader, Lilongwe ʹ Focus group statement). 

At the same time, as migrants become more reliant on their rural families, the financial assistance 

(e.g. money for transport) and practical assistance (e.g. finding employment) that urbanites once 

offered to their rural friends is withheld. One potential-migrant explained; 

͞MǇ ĨƌŝĞŶĚ ŝŶ LŝůŽŶŐǁĞ ǁĂƐ ŐŽŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƐĞŶĚ ŵĞ ŵŽŶĞǇ ĨŽƌ ƚƌĂŶƐƉort to move to town to stay with 

him. But he started having problems in town. Then last year when it rained here and in town, his 

ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ ƐƵĨĨĞƌĞĚ͘ HĞ ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŚĞ ŵŽŶĞǇ ƚŽ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ŵĞ͘͟ 

(Male, 34, potential rural-urban migrant, Hinnock ʹ Interview statement) 
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With regard to our third point, the flow of non-tangible goods such as information, between sending 

and receiving regions, our data show that details about urban opportunities flowed through 

ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ͛ ƐŽĐŝĂů ŶĞƚǁŽƌŬƐ ďĂĐŬ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƉŽŽů ŽĨ ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂů ŵŝgrants. Where this information was 

negative, this reduced the desire of the potential migrants to follow through with their migration 

plans:  

͞I ǁŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ŐŽ ƚŽ ƚŽǁŶ ŝĨ ŵǇ ĨƌŝĞŶĚs told me life was bad there. Of course when you hear those 

things it makes yoƵ ƚŚŝŶŬ ͚IĨ ŵǇ ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ ŚĂǀĞ ŶŽ ŵŽŶĞǇ ŝŶ ƚŽǁŶ͕ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ƉŽŝŶt of going to that 

ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ͍͛͟ 

 (Male, 26, potential rural-urban migrant, Chikamana - Interview statement) 

 

In summary, data suggest that although climate change may reduce livelihood prodicivity  in both 

rural and urban areas, it seems likely to affect (and even reverse) the flow of remittances from the 

city and into the country.  Therefore, our results suggests that climate change may undermine urban 

life more than it undermines rural livelihoods. Further, climate change may create barriers to urban 

migration.   

 

5.5 Duration of migration  

Data from the urban survey suggests that MĂůĂǁŝ͛Ɛ ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ are not as circular as the literature 

suggests.  For instance, in Lilongwe, over half (52.1%) of respondents we interviewed had been in 

town for more than ten years; 27.5% of respondents had been in town between one and five years; 

and 20.3% had been in town for a year or less.  Furthermore, 87.1% of migrants had only migrated 

once, suggesting that migration is a single, linear event.  

Urban survey respondents were asked if they planned to leave Lilongwe within the next five years. 

Almost half (45.8 %) said they planned to remain in town permanently. A further 16.4% said they 

planned to move to a new city or make an international move to South Africa or Zimbabwe. A 

further 4.1% of respondents were unsure of their next move. Finally, a third (33.3%) of respondents 

suggested they would return back to their village.  However, only 38.6% of respondents who were 

considering leaving town said they would return to the same house that they left behind. Instead, 

most suggested that they would move to a new house with the family they created in town. This 

suggests that rural-urban migration, even where the proximate cause is economic, is more than a 

livelihood diversification strategy where one member of household temporarily moves to town. 

Instead, there seems to be a separation between migrants͛ new lives and the homes that they left 

behind.  

For those who wished to remain in Lilongwe permanently, strong emotional and economic 

connections the city were behind the decision; 

͞I Ăŵ ƚŽŽ ŝŶ ŝŶǀĞƐƚĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŽǁŶ ƚŽ ůĞĂǀĞ͘ I ǁŝůů ŐŽ ďĂĐŬ ƚŽ ǀŝƐŝƚ ŵǇ ĨĂŵŝůǇ͕ ďƵƚ I ĐĂŶŶŽƚ ŐŝǀĞ ƵƉ 
ŵǇ ůĂŶĚ ĂŶĚ ǁŽƌŬ ŝŶ ƚŽǁŶ͘ WĞ ďƵŝůƚ Ă ŚŽƵƐĞ ŚĞƌĞ͖ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ŚĂǀĞ Ă ŚŽƵƐĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ǀŝůůĂŐĞ͊͟  

(Male, 37, sells tools, Lilongwe ʹ Interview statement) 
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However, our qualitative data also show rural allegiances remain strong.  Respondents described 

how they ǁĞƌĞ ĂďůĞ ƚŽ ǀŝƐŝƚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƌƵƌĂů ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ďǇ ƵƐŝŶŐ MĂůĂǁŝ͛Ɛ ƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞůǇ ĐŚĞĂƉ ĂŶĚ ĨƌĞƋƵĞŶƚ ŵŝŶŝ-
bus service; 85.5% of all respondents had made at least one visit to the rural home since their 

migration. Of those who had been in town for ten years or more, 97.2% had visited home.  

Respondents also described how advances in mobile communications meant participating in rural 

life was possible despite physical distance; 

͞WŚĞŶ ŵǇ ƐŝƐƚĞƌ͛Ɛ ŚƵƐďĂŶĚ ĚŝĞĚ͕ I ŚĂĚ ƚŽ ĚĞĐŝĚĞ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƚŚĞ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ǁŽƵůĚ ůŝǀĞ ĂŶĚ ǁŚĂƚ 
would be best for the family. She had a lot of problems but I did not have to stay with her in 

the village for an extended period of time. Instead, I could direct her from here in town͘͟  

(Male, 33, car parts trader, Lilongweʹ Interview statement) 

 

5.6 The possible impact of climate change on permanence 

According to the focus group discussions, both direct and indirect climate change may create a 

situation where urban life becomes more difficult, resulting in the return migration of those unable 

to sustain an urban livelihood. For example, 28% of potential permanent migrants indicated that 

they would return to the village if urban life become any more difficult than it currently was. 

Conversely, 45.4% of potential returnees indicated that they would remain permanently in town if 

they could secure a more sustainable livelihood.  

Urban respondents who were considering a move home were aware that they could not escape the 

impact of climate change in rural areas. However, focus group data revealed a preference for being 

ŝŶ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ŽǁŶ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ĚƵƌŝŶŐ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐĂůůǇ ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐŝŶŐ ƚŝŵĞƐ͖ 

͞IŶ ƚŽǁŶ IĨ ǇŽƵ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ŵĂŬĞ ŵŽŶĞǇ ƚŚĞŶ ǇŽƵ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ĞĂƚ͘ TŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ŶŽƚŚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĚŽ͘ YŽƵ ũƵƐƚ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ 
ĞĂƚ͘ NŽ ŽŶĞ ǁŝůů ŚĞůƉ ǇŽƵ ŝŶ ƚŽǁŶ͘ YŽƵ͛ƌĞ ŽŶ ǇŽƵƌ ŽǁŶ͘ YŽƵ ǁŝůů ƐƚĂƌǀĞ͘ Aƚ ůĞĂƐƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ǀŝůůĂŐĞ 
when times are hard some food like okra is free. And you know your neighbours may help 

you iĨ ǇŽƵ ďĞŐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞŵ͘͟  

(Male, 23, farmer, Chikamana ʹ Interview statement) 

 

6. Discussion ʹ TŚĞ ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ŽĨ ĐůŝŵĂƚĞ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ŽŶ MĂůĂǁŝ͛Ɛ ŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ  

Two key results stand out as important lessons from this data in terms of developing a more 

generalized understanding of how migration and climate change may affect urbanization. The first is 

that migration, in Malawi at least, is currently more permanent and less circular then most of the 

literature would lead us to expect. The second key point is that, inasmuch as climate change may 

undermine rural livelihoods, we would expect migrants to leave cities like Malawi's capital Lilongwe. 

This may lead to a collapse of the migration system upon which future rural-urban migration 

depends.  

 

6.1 Interdependence of rural and urban areas  
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In Malawi, migration is less circular and more permanent than others have suggested. However, 

rural and urban areas remain linked. One interpretation of this is that the town and the village are 

two interconnected spaces with shared resources.  More specifically, the town and the village are 

connected by a migration system, in which Bakewell et al. (2011: 5) ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ ͞people, families, and 

communities [become linked] over space in what today might be called transnational or translocal 

ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ͘͟  IŶ ƚŚŝƐ ͞translocal space͕͟ resources and strategies overlap.  Hence, our research 

should be seen as confirming conclusions made by Crush (2013: 63) that ŚŽƵƐĞŚŽůĚƐ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ͞ƐƚĂƚŝĐ 
self-ĐŽŶƚĂŝŶĞĚ ƌƵƌĂů Žƌ ƵƌďĂŶ ƵŶŝƚƐ ďƵƚ ĨůƵŝĚ ĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƉĞƌŵĞĂďůĞ ďŽƵŶĚĂƌŝĞƐ͟  

In Malawi, the manifestation of these fluid boundaries is that the urban economy becomes an 

extension of the rural economy. Large quantities of rural produce are sold throughout urban 

markets to urban residents (Mkwambisi, 2009, Mkwambisi et al., 2011). This includes food, firewood 

and timber. Instead of migrants consistently circulating through the system along with the goods 

that they sell, they are able to remain in contact with their rural families through electronic 

communication, and through a relatively efficient local bus service. This means that rural-urban 

migrants can remain in town on a permanent basis without severing their rural allegiances.  Instead, 

both an urban lifestyle and a strong rural allegiance are compatible.  Although this is interesting 

from a sociological perspective, from a climate change perspective it means that urban migrants 

depend on the rural economy.  And this suggests that if climate change undermines either urban or 

rural livelihoods, then remaining in the city may no longer be an option. 

 

6.2 Collapse of the migration system 

Our results show that when the price of rural goods increases in response to rural and urban shocks 

and stresses, urbanites may be as (if not more) affected than rural residents. When regional scale 

floods or droughts affect the country, commodity prices in both rural and urban areas rise as 

demand outstrips supply (Roe, 1992, Devereux, 1999, 2007, Pauw et al., 2010). A relatively small 

shortfall in marketed supplies can cause major increases in food prices (Devereux, 2007). This is both 

a function of low productivity and because roads linking urban markets with commodity supply 

sources become impassable leading to shortages of good in urban areas (Dorward and Kydd, 2004). 

Rising commodity costs place a substantial burden on the urban population and are particularly 

burdensome as food expenditure makes up the biggest share of all urban household spending 

(Mkwambisi et al., 2011).   Furthermore, agricultural markets are negatively affected by problems in 

transport and communications infrastructure (Dorward and Kydd, 2004), which become worse 

during a flood. At this time, the urban poor aim to cushion price shocks by reducing spending in 

other areas (Cohen and Garrett, 2010). This has further negative repercussions throughout the 

informal economy and causes instability in urban livelihoods.  

The inability of urban migrants to sustain urban livelihoods has two impacts on the functioning of 

the migration system. The first is that urban migrants are unable to fund migration of family and 

friends. The second is that information about the difficulties faced by urban dwellers in town is 

transmitted back to potential migrants in the sending region, either by migrants who return to the 

village, or through stories transmitted across social networks (Bakewell et al., 2011). Mabogunje 

(1970) stresses the importance of these feedback mechanisms in shaping migration systems. 
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Through the spread of negative migration-related knowledge to family and friends within the village, 

the internal moment of the system can be broken lowering aspirations to migrate (Massey and 

Zenteno, 1999, Kandel and Massey, 2002). This is because when urban livelihoods deteriorate, and 

when rural populations are aware of this, the advantages of staying in the village start to outweigh 

the financial, psychological and social costs of migrating (de Haas, 2009). 

In many ways, therefore, our results, which suggest that climate change may reduce rural-urban 

flows is contrary to much of the conventional climate change literature that posits a flood of urban-

bound environmental refugees.  Although this position is under represented in the literature, our 

paper echoes Potts͛ (2006a) study in Zimbabwe on structural adjustment programs that suggests the 

effects of the ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ “ƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĂů AĚũƵƐƚŵĞŶƚ Policy (SAP) was to create high food prices that 

undermined urban livelihoods. This exƉŽƐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ǀƵůŶĞƌĂďŝůŝƚǇ ŽĨ HĂƌĂƌĞ͛Ɛ ƌƵƌĂů-urban migrants who 

began to exhibit stronger rural linkages and many intended to return to their villages.  

 

7. Conclusion  

Aspects of the literature on climate change impacts postulate that deteriorating environmental 

conditions in rural areas may trigger a rise in urban migration as people leave degraded rural 

environments in the hope of a better life in the city.  But this common narrative on migration fails to 

account for at least two potentially important factors:  (1) the urban livelihoods on which migrants 

depend are often based on the products of the rural economy; (2) potential urban migrants face 

substantial barriers and it is only the relatively wealthy, educated and well-connected who are able 

to move to the city.  

The contribution this study makes is to provide empirical evidence on how climate change may 

affect future migration patterns in light of these two factors.  In particular, if climate change 

undermines rural livelihoods, this may reduce urban economic opportunities.  This is because if 

climate change reduces crops yield and sources of firewood, Žƌ ƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶĞƐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ 
produce handicrafts, then potential migrants will have less to sell in the city. Next, if climate change 

affects the ability to maintain a livelihood, this may increase the barriers a potential migrant faces.  

Taken together, our study suggests that climate change, at least in a country like Malawi, may 

actually have the effect of reducing urban migration.  

However, caution should be taken when apply these results to other LDCs, especially those with 

urban economies that are at least partially divorced from agriculture. In cases where there are 

economic opportunities in the city for rural residents that not tied with the rural economy, we would 

expect to find different results. However, inasŵƵĐŚ ĂƐ MĂůĂǁŝ͛Ɛ ĐĂƐĞ ŝƐ ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝǀĞ ŽĨ ƌƵƌĂů 
countries without much urban economic activity, then it seems plausible to hypothesize that climate 

change may have the effect of preventing migration rather than accelerating it. 
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