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Glossary of terms 

Adaptation: adjustments in human society or ecosystem to limit the negative effects of climate 
change, or to take advantage of opportunities that arise out of climate change (adapted from US EPA, 
2017). 
 
Climate change: a large-scale shift in earth’s weather patterns (temperature, rainfall, humidity, etc.) 
and related changes in oceans, land surface, glaciers, etc. over long periods of time (usually decades 
or longer) (adapted from Australian Academy of Sciences, 2018).  
 
Migration: the movement of a people from one place to another with the intention of settling 
permanently or temporarily. It is usually either across an international border (international 
migration), or within national borders (internal migration) (adapted from IOM, 2011). 
 
Internal migrant: a person who moves from one place to another to settle permanently or temporarily. 
The move is within national borders, and may or may not involve moving across municipal or 
administrative borders (district, tehsil, city, etc.) (adapted from UNDESA, 2011). 
 
Remittances: money acquired by migrants that is transferred to their community of origin. 
 
Livelihoods: a means of earning a living. It broadly encompasses peoples’ capabilities, assets, 
incomes, and activities to secure the necessities of life (IFRC, 2018). 
 

  



Introduction 

Pakistan is a developing country of 208 million people, of which a majority – 132 million – reside in 
rural areas.1 According to the Global Climate Risk Index 2018 (Eckstein, Künzel and Schäfer, 2017), 
the country is also among the world’s most vulnerable to long-term climate change impacts. The rural 
areas’ high dependence on climate-sensitive livelihoods (such as agriculture, livestock, and forestry) 
means that they will be adversely affected by changes in the climate for which they will have to 
prepare.2 Many rural populations are already coping with and adapting to the effects of climate 
change by modifying their agricultural practices, livelihoods, and lifestyles. As a means to diversify 
incomes, improve living standards and minimise risk against stresses and shocks, many rural 
households are also engaging in rural-to-urban migration. Although reliable data is not available,3 
rural-to-urban migration is said to constitute 40% of total internal migration in Pakistan (Arif, 2005).  

As the impacts of climate change become more variable and extreme (ADB, 2017; GoP and UNEP, 
2013), Pakistan’s rural areas may witness dramatic shifts in human mobility (Qaisrani et al., 2017; 
Saeed, Salik and Ishfaq 2016).  The development repercussions of this are likely to be significant for 
those affected. In order to develop appropriate responses to deal with changes in rural-urban 
demography and associated socioeconomic structures, there is a need to better understand the 
migration-climate nexus that, to some extent, drives such changes in rural contexts (World Bank 
2018).  

In early 2018, a synthesis paper was developed based on two research studies that were independently 
carried out in 2017 as part of multi-country, cross-regional research programmes: Pathways to 
Resilience in Semi-arid Economies (PRISE); and Himalayan Adaptation Water and Resilience 
Research (HI-AWARE), both of which aimed to promote climate-resilient development. These 
studies explored the issue of internal migration in Pakistan4 in order to understand how climate 
change is impacting and exacerbating livelihood vulnerabilities in rural areas; how villagers are 
adapting to its impacts; and whether migration may be an adaptation response.  

  

                                                                 
1 Based on provisional results of 6th Population and Housing Census of Pakistan 2017 (GoP 2017b). The provisional results 
do not include populations of Gilgit-Baltistan (GB) and Azad Jammu and Kashmir (AJK). 
2 These are likely to be (i) slow-onset changes in the environment and climate, such as degradation of fertile soil and 
agricultural lands, reduced crop productivity, increased pest attacks, and diminishing water levels; and (ii) sudden climate 
events (e.g., floods, droughts, heatwaves, etc.). For more details, see latest reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC).  
3 There is a dearth of reliable, ongoing, and quantifiable data in Pakistan on who crosses administrative boundaries, and when. 
A population census can potentially capture this information but the latest census in Pakistan was held after two decades.  
4 The studies were conducted under the Opportunities and Synergy Fund (OSF) of the Collaborative Adaptation Research 
Initiative in Africa and Asia (CARIAA). 
 
 
 



 

Policy landscape in Pakistan: framework on migration and climate change 
adaptation 

Migration has received limited policy attention in Pakistan. At present, there is no national policy on 
internal migration. A proposed National Emigration Policy (2009) exists, but it is focused on 
international migration. Due to the dearth of evidence on economy-wide benefits of internal 
migration, the issue of rural-to-urban migration remains overly negative in policy circles, rather than 
being seen as a potential adaptation response to climate change. For example, the National Climate 
Change Policy (NCCP) (GoP 2012) proposes measures to ‘curb’ rural-to-urban migration, despite 
recognising climate-induced migration as an imminent national threat (Ibid.: 26). Similarly, the 
Framework for Implementation of Climate Change Policy 2014-2030 (GoP 2013a) proposes 
adaptation measures that ‘check’ and ‘discourage’ rural-to-urban migration so as not to ‘encourage 
movement of… labour out of [rural areas]’ (GoP 2013a: 77 and 26). This is because of the inherent 
urban challenge to absorb, shelter and employ rural migrants (GoP 2014). The underlying assumption 
is that rural migratory flows are directed towards megacities and major urban centres (Qaisrani and 
Salik, 2018). However, this is not always true, as many rural migrants chose to work in district 
capitals and even small-to-medium towns. The NCCP and its Framework (GoP 2012; GoP 2013a) 
also surmise that rural and urban development are parallel, ‘alternative’ processes, rather than 
‘complementary’ (RurbanAfrica 2014:1) that can aid adaptation efforts. 

Major development policies and plans in Pakistan are also reflective of this. For example, the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) National Framework (2018) sets priority targets for urban 
development but in terms of rural development, rural areas and rural out-migration are generally 
overlooked. Likewise, Vision 2025 highlights promoting urban development where rural-to-urban 
migration is viewed as a challenge (GoP 2014: 15). Other urban development policy instruments also 
recognise the role of rural out-migration in urbanisation, but migrants and their needs are not reflected 
adequately (Hussain 2016 cited in Saeed 2016). Some sectoral policies, such as the draft National 
Food Security Policy (draft NFSP) (GoP 2017a) observe the linkages between food security, rural 
adaptation and human mobility (e.g., land-use change when rural-urban migration occurs; or food 
insecurity during climate-induced displacement). However, the policy falls short of considering rural-
to-urban migration as an adaptation response to climate change that can improve rural food security 
and resilience through migrant remittances.  

The limited adaptation and development policy framework also inadequately targets other critical 
aspects of migration. For instance, migration-related gender concerns are ineffectively covered in 
different policies. The NCCP addresses gender concerns regarding climate action and response, 
particularly with reference to rural women and their differential vulnerability and potential to adapt to 
climate change (GoP 2012). But given the wide scope of migration, gender-specific migration 
concerns and risks are not touched upon. The draft NFSP does not adequately capture gender-related 
migration risks (GoP 2017a). Since it is still a draft policy, a final version should include gender 
concerns, as well the role of food insecurity in rural to urban migration, and migrant remittances’ 
contribution in improving household food security. The National Disaster Risk Reduction Policy 
(GoP 2013b) also overlooks migration, displacement and gender issues. Not only does the existing 
policy fail to address internal migration and resettlement concerns, it does not recognise gender 
aspects – including how female migrants and left-behind women members of migrant households – 
are differently vulnerable to both climate hazards and socioeconomic risks. 



Pakistan has adopted the multilateral New York Declaration on Refugees and Migrants (2016), and is 
signatory to a number of bilateral agreements that pertain to overseas migrant workers (Pakistani 
emigrants), or displaced refugees within and outside Pakistan (mostly Afghan). Female labour 
emigration is negligible, even though there are no legal impediments under Pakistan’s laws (ILO, 
2018). Given the fuzzy realm of national sovereignty, internal migration is left to the individual states 
to decide.  

Considering that future temperature rise in Pakistan is expected to be higher than the global average 
of 2°C (ADB, 2017; GoP and UNEP, 2013), national adaptation efforts will also need to be 
complemented by climate mitigation efforts. The Government of Pakistan (GoP) will need to ensure 
that policy pledges under the 2015 Paris Agreement are converted to concrete action in all sectors, 
particularly agriculture, because it is highly unlikely that the future generations of farmers and rural 
inhabitants will continue to live under increasingly uncertain and harsh climatic conditions if there is 
no institutional support. Exceeding the 2°C threshold could further trigger large-scale change in rural-
to-urban mobility patterns, including exodus from some regions (Otto et al. 2017) which the 
government will need to anticipate and manage.  

Figure 1: Pakistan’s frameworks, sectoral policies and international agreements on climate-
migration  
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According to studies on India and China, internal migration can play an important role in spurring 
rural development, reducing poverty, and adapting to climate change. Over the past two decades, 
China reduced rural poverty from 60 to 9%, in which internal migrant remittances played a critical 
role. In 2014 alone, Chinese internal migrants remitted USD 50 billion; whereas India’s domestic 
migrants remitted USD 14-20 billion to their families residing in villages (Mahajan, 2016). 
Unfortunately, there is no data on the number of internal migrants and their contribution to Pakistan’s 
national economy. The annual Pakistan Labour Force Survey can potentially factor in this information 
on internal migrant remittances. Learning from neighbouring countries, Pakistan should invest in 
research on the contribution of internal migration in rural development so that relevant policy change 
can take place to facilitate, and maximise the economic and climate-adaptation potential of rural-
urban migration. 

Given the scale of internal migration in Pakistan, rural-urban migration can positively contribute to 
achievement of the SDGs and other development goals. However, this would entail harmonised 
efforts to embed migration and climate adaptation measures in all relevant development and sectoral 
policies. Moreover, it would require transformation of relevant policy pledges into concrete action 



especially considering that migration as a livelihood diversification and adaptation strategy is a 
defining rural trend, as shown in next section. 

  



 

Ground realities: key findings from research 

This policy brief is based upon qualitative and quantitative data collected in 2016 and 2017 from rural 
areas of eight districts: Mardan, Hunza, Nagar, Sargodha, Chakwal, Dera Ghazi Khan, Faisalabad, 
and Rawalpindi The synthesis study, upon which this policy brief is based, relied upon a mix of Key 
Informant Interviews (KIIs), gender-disaggregated Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) and household 
questionnaires that were used to collect information from a total of 1019 households representing 
migrant and non-migrant households. The purpose of the study was to understand the linkages 
between migration and climate change, and through this understanding, answer how migration 
contributes to adaptation at the household level in rural communities vulnerable to climate risks. The 
following section provides a summary of key findings of the synthesis study: 

1. Climate change and rural livelihood vulnerability 

Observed changes in the environment and climate over time were reported in rural areas. These 
included a gradual shift in temperature and rainfall patterns, and change in frequency of climate 
extreme events (floods, heatwaves, droughts, etc.). Majority of the villagers surveyed had a clear 
understanding of climate change, and the risks it posed to livelihoods linked with agriculture, forestry 
and livestock. Reported livelihood vulnerabilities associated with climate change included, among 
others, a decline in crop yield, periodic crop failure, degradation of pasture lands, water 
contamination, and spread of heat-related water borne diseases. 

2. Adaptive measures to reduce livelihood vulnerability to climate risks 

The rural areas surveyed are adapting to climate change impacts autonomously at the household level. 
To adjust to slow-onset changes in climate, farmers in mid-Indus Basin and semi-arid plains have 
been increasing the use of farm inputs (such as fertilizers, pesticides, etc.); introducing new crop 
varieties; and increasing use of manpower and machines on farm lands. Villagers in uplands (Hunza 
and Nagar) have been introducing new crop varieties, and changing cropping cycles and patterns, and 
improving their harvesting systems in order to adapt to climate change. However, some rural residents 
in both mid-Indus and Upper Indus areas were adapting by shifting livelihoods to non-farm activities. 

  



 

3. Reasons for migration 

The reasons for internal migration are diverse, and generally cannot be linked to one cause 
(Waldinger, 2015). However, evidence from the PRISE and HI-AWARE study sites indicated that 
they are generally classified into economic, social, environmental, and political factors. Economic 
factors leading to migration generally included better employment prospects in urban areas, as 
compared to low wages in rural areas. Social factors, such as access to better education facilities, 
health services, and overall better living standards in urban centres motivated many rural household 
members to migrate. The primary driver, however, was the desire to diversify incomes and minimise 
financial (and social) risks against stresses and shocks (such as climate disasters, food insecurity, 
etc.). Environmental factors, such as declining crop productivity also added to the economic 
incentives to migrate. Similarly, political factors, such as weak inheritance laws concerning land 
ownership also compelled other villagers to seek out alternative abodes in urban settings. 

Figure 2: Reasons for migration 
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Source: Author’s own. 

At the macro-scale, migration was driven by rural-urban market inequalities (especially in relation to 
labour force and wage differential, etc.), as well as disproportionate access to amenities, food 
insecurity, and poverty. On top of these, climate change also appeared to be the macro driver leading 
to changes in the environment, which in turn provided direct or indirect economic disincentives to 
villagers to out-migrate. Thus, climate change may be seen as a threat multiplier that can exacerbate 
existing rural vulnerabilities, and in the future may lead to increased rural out-migration and even 
displacement. 

4. Migration as an adaptation strategy 

Migration is a common household strategy to cope against climatic and non-climatic shocks and 
stresses. Anywhere from 20-50% households reported sponsoring migration of a household member 
in the study sites. In addition to diversifying sources of livelihoods, it was found that migration 
improved the socioeconomic conditions of migrant-sending areas. Migrant remittances are crucial to 
coping with shocks (such as climate disasters) and stresses (e.g. food insecurity and poverty). From 
the results of the studies, it can be concluded that at the micro-scale, rural-urban migration contributes 
to household resilience by building human and social capital (education, health, skills, networks, etc.), 
and boosts investment in agriculture and physical assets. However, there are caveats: 

• Migration as a livelihood strategy was found to be generally male-dominated, with women 
often excluded from opportunities for labour migration.  



• Poor households are unable to reap the benefits of migration because of their lack of access to 
credit, loans or social networks.  

• Given the limited geographical outreach of government programmes in remote rural areas that 
were studied, formal channels of adaptation are not always open to rural residents.  

  



Recommendations for policy change 

Pakistan’s overarching adaptation and development policy framework, albeit progressive, does not 
give sufficient attention to the adaptation potential of rural labour out-migration. Presently, there is a 
lack of policy space provided to internal migration. Where it is recognised, it is generally negative, 
and does not consider the role rural-urban migration can play in climate adaptation, especially in 
vulnerable and risk-prone communities. However, despite the restrictive policy instruments, rural-to-
urban movement is likely to continue, and in fact increase in the future, as rural livelihoods are 
unsettled by changes in the climate. Thus, policy instruments that seek to de-incentivise rural to urban 
migration need to be reinterpreted in light of emerging research on the potential benefits of internal 
migration. Moreover, the latter’s role in uplifting rural economies out of poverty and food insecurity 
needs to be highlighted. Findings from PRISE and HI-AWARE research show that major policy 
challenges pertain to:  

• regularisation of rural-to-urban labour migration; 
• eradication of rural-urban socioeconomic disparities, with particular focus on women and 

vulnerable groups; and  
• provision of relevant and effective institutional support to rural areas. 

According to the PRISE and HI-AWARE evidence-based research, policy action in the following 
would help resolve some of the issues related to internal migration, rural development and climate 
change adaptation in Pakistan: 

1. Formulate a national policy on internal migration. 

A guided policy on internal migration can help facilitate labour migration flows within and across 
Pakistan’s administrative borders. Since a major portion of internal migration is rural-to-urban, such a 
policy could help integrate planned migration into urban planning and development so that there is 
minimal friction amongst migrants, their communities of origin, and destination. A national policy 
may also remove administrative barriers for labour migrants seeking jobs in other districts/provinces. 
However, such a policy would need to be gender-inclusive, and integrated into sectoral policies and 
frameworks, such as the NCCP and Framework for Implementation, SDGs, and the National 
Adaptation Plan, etc. It should be complemented by investment in research, data collection and 
capacity building to improve understanding of the migration-climate nexus (Melde, Laczko and 
Gemenne 2017). 

2. Develop a mechanism to monitor and regulate labour market supply-demand gaps. 

Internal labour migration in Pakistan is largely unregulated and unplanned, yet it plays a crucial role 
in shaping rural-urban labour markets. Understanding that labour market differential is a key driver of 
rural-to-urban migration, a strategy needs to be devised that can map, regulate and plug gaps in rural-
urban labour markets, e.g. the shortage of labour in a particular town, or the surplus of skilled labour 
in an adjoining rural market. For this, efforts such as institutionalisation of an employment webportal, 
similar to Rozee.pk, may prove useful. Such a platform could particularly help regularise labour 
mobility in internal migration hotspots (such as Hunza, Nagar and D.G. Khan), through ‘match-
making’ of demand and supply of skills and labour needs. 

 

 



3. Promote livelihood diversification that could aid against external risks. 

As a major proportion of rural workforce engaged in agriculture is gradually shifting away to other 
sources of livelihood, there is a need to provide support to vulnerable populations that may be at risk 
of poverty, income insecurity, and possible food insecurity. There is a need for expanding 
programmes targeting the rural workforce in search of alternative livelihoods. Technical and 
vocational training programmes through the Technical Education & Vocational Training Authority 
(TEVTA), could be introduced, that target male and female rural populations. 

4. Root out underlying causes of vulnerability. 

By improving delivery and outreach of social protection programmes, such as the Benazir Income 
Support Programme (BISP), the Government can eradicate underlying causes of vulnerability (i.e., 
poverty, hunger, gender inequality, etc.). However, such a step would need to be complemented by 
improvements in the health and education sectors in rural areas. Long-term investments in climate-
resilient infrastructure would ensure that vulnerability to physical hazards is also mitigated. Such 
programmes should particularly target protection of vulnerable groups, including women and the 
landless and poor who are left behind.  

5. Provide institutional support to rural households for improved financial resilience. 

Efforts should be made to improve access to formal channels of credit to rural communities, 
especially small and subsistence farmers, because access to credit is shown to be critical for rural 
households in adapting to climate change and coping during climate disasters and duress (Gioli, Khan 
and Scheffran, 2014). Furthermore, migrant households may be provided advisory support, for 
example, on where to invest remittances in a way that can enhance both resilience and livelihoods of 
the whole community. 

6. Improve service delivery of rural agricultural extension programmes. 

For those who continue to engage in the agriculture sector, rural support for climate adaptation should 
also aim to improve service and delivery of rural agricultural extension programmes (Qaisrani et al., 
2017). The Government can start initiatives that support smallholder farmers’ market linkages, 
improve their access to technology, and livelihood-relevant climate knowledge through farming 
cooperatives. 

  



Conclusion 

For the above policy measures to be effective, they need to integrate inputs from all relevant 
stakeholders. Moreover, they should be accompanied by investment in research. By improving 
understanding of what is at stake, one can be in a better position to respond to future challenges. 
Clearly, more empirical research is needed to understand and validate the linkages between migration 
and climate change, especially considering Pakistan’s burgeoning population, and its ranking as one 
of the most vulnerable countries to climate change.  
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