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“ The single story creates
stereotypes, and the problem with
stereotypes is not that they are
untrue, but that they are
incomplete. They make one story
become the only story.”

“ The single story … robs people of
their dignity”
Question:
Is this also the case for what media describe as the
“sinking islands” of the Pacific?
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Problem statement
• One of the lowest-lying island nationstates in the world
• Vulnerable to sea-level rise and
related stressors, such as coastal
flooding
• Drought and heat in Northern islands
• Impacts on freshwater, land,
ecosystem services
• Impacts on livelihoods, health,
properties, infrastructure, security…
habitability
• Emerging view in media: “Sinking
islands of the Pacific”

Some key facts
• Sea level rise: average 7 mm per year
since 1983 (more than double the global
average)
• High water events now much more
frequent. E.g., Kwajalein: once a year in
the 1960s; 22 times a year, on average,
since 2005
• Downward trend in annual rainfall,
especially in El Niño years
• Sharp temperature increase: 0.12
degree/decade in Majuro; 0.20 in
Kwajalein
• Heat stress much more frequent: from 11
days a year in the 1980s to 25 in the past
decade

Marshall Islands: Migration
• Sharp increase in migration to
the US:
• 7,000 in 2000;
• 22,000 in 2010;
• ~ 30,000 now
• To compare, population of RMI:
~ 53,000
• Also internal migration, mainly
from outer islands to Majuro
and Kwajalein
• Graph: much higher population
growth in Majuro and Kwajalein
due to internal migration
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Distribution of Marshallese population by US State (2010)

States in white: less
than 100 Marshallese

The red arrows indicate
the U.S. study sites of this
project.

Source: 2010 Census Summary File 2, Profile of General Population and Housing Characteristics.
Note 1: States in white had less than 100 Marshallese inhabitants.
Note 2: The figures show Marshallese population “alone-or-in-any-combination” with other races.
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Questions

• To what extent are climatic stressors, and their impacts on ecosystems,
livelihoods and habitability, already driving migration in RMI?
• What are the impacts of migration on migrants and their home
community? [Not in this presentation]

Conceptual framework |The climate-migration impact chain

Climate
change +
extreme
weather

Impact on
ecosystem
services

Impact on
people and
livelihoods

Migration
decision

Impacts of
migration

Central idea: People do not migrate because of climate change as such, but because climate
change affects their livelihoods, food security, and well-being.

OUTLINE
• Problem statement: Climate and migration
in the RMI
• Research questions and conceptual
framework
• Methods and study sites
• Climate impacts and ecosystem services
(perceptions)
• Migration patterns
• Drivers of migration
• Q methodology
• Conclusion

Mixed-method research
• Social science, human geography
• Fieldwork
•
•
•
•

Questionnaire (N=200+80)
Q-methodology
Participatory Research Approach (PRA)
Expert interviews

• Desk study
• Literature review
• Population census and other data
• GIS: Spatial analysis of household data
(gps) and environmental data

• Limitations:
• Coverage: Only 3 out of 29 atolls/islands

Study sites
• In migrant source and destination
areas
• In the RMI (March-April 2017)
• Majuro (urban, capital) (N=100)
• Maloelap Atoll (N=50)
• Mejit Island (N=50)

• In the US
• Hawaiʻi (July-August 2017) (N=40)
• Oregon and the State of Washington
(Oct-Nov 2017) (N=40)
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Are impacts of climate change already perceived as a problem?
Lack of job opportunities
Drought
Not enough freshwater
Sea level rise
Poor education
Poor healthcare services
Poor transport facilities
Overcrowding
Out-migration
Not enough fish
Littering/illegal dumping
Poor electricity / power cuts

Problem ranking: Does
respondent include the
problem in the top-5 of most
pressing problems?
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• Yes, climate change is a concern. The three climate-related stressors
(red in graph) are ranked number 2, 3, and 4 in the list of problems.

Climate impacts
Households affected in the past 5 years (%)
Stressor

Mejit

Maloelap

Majuro

Total

Drought

96%

94%

88%

92%

Heat stress

82%

40%

33%

47%

King tide

36%

44%

35%

37%

Storm surge

22%

8%

13%

14%

6%

8%

3%

5%

Typhoon

• Most households affected by drought
• More households on Mejit affected, particularly by heat stress

Impact of climate-related stressors by type and island
Average number of
impact experienced
per household:
- Mejit: 5.2
- Maloelap: 4.6
- Majuro: 3.5
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• On average, respondents on Mejit reported a higher number of
impacts, especially impacts on crops and livestock.

Health

Ecosystem services

Definition: “The benefits that people obtain from
ecosystems.” (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005)
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• Most households perceive that the ecosystem still provides services, but not enough (orange bars-left).
• 38% perceive a negative trend in ecosystem services (grey bars-right).
• Respondents attributed deterioration of ecosystem services mainly to climate factors (e.g. salinity
intrusion), but also to human factors (such as population growth).

Summary of findings on perceived climate impacts
• Coastal flooding and land loss were not yet frequent or severe in
our three study sites in the Marshall Islands.
• Drought and heat currently poses a bigger problem, affecting
availability of freshwater, health and agricultural productivity.
• Sea level rise is concern, but more as a future risk than as an
acute current problem.
• On Mejit, the highest proportion of respondents perceived
climate-related stress.

Ecosystem services
• According to most respondents, the ecosystem still
provides services, but not enough.
• They perceive negative changes in ecosystem food and
water provision, particularly on outer islands where people
depend more on these ecosystem services.
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Migration patterns by island: past and present
Respondent’s migration experience (past)

Never lived outside the
island for more than a
year
Migrated within the RMI

Migrated internationally
(mainly US)

Mejit

Maloelap

Majuro

Total

46%

51%

50%

49%

42%

49%

31%

38%

12%

100%

•
•
•
•

Migrant children and siblings (present)

2%

100%

19%

100%

Mejit

Maloelap

Majuro

Total

% migrated

54%

34%

34%

39%

% migrated to the U.S.

22%

12%

22%

19%

Proportion of migrants
moving internationally

40%

35%

66%

48%

13%

100%

Around half of the respondents in all three study sites had migrated for at least a year
On Majuro, more migrants move internationally, mainly to the U.S.
Respondents on Mejit had significantly more siblings and children who had migrated
Only one respondent on Maloelap (2%) had migrated internationally

Migration patterns by island: future
Do you think that you or one of your household members will migrate within the next 10 years?
Mejit Maloelap Majuro Total
No
Maybe
Yes

42%
14%
44%

58%
12%
30%

43%
25%
31%

If yes or maybe:

Mejit Maloelap Majuro

Total

47%
Within the RMI

64%

71%

4%

35%

To the US

36%

29%

96%

65%

19%
34%

• On Mejit the highest proportion of respondents thought that a household member would migrate in the next
10 years. Lowest on Maloelap.
• In the two outer islands, most intend to migrate within the RMI. On Majuro, almost all intended migration is
directed the U.S.
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Reasons respondents cite for migration in the past, present and future
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To be with family

Environmental

Average
Other

Respondents mainly cite education, work, family visits, and healthcare as reasons to migrate
They usually cited more than one reason for moving (e.g., “work” and “to be with family”)
They hardly cite climate impacts or environmental issues as a reason to migrate

HOWEVER…
• Triangulation with different data and
methods
• Focus group discussions (FGDs)
• Correlations between perceptions of climate
impacts, ecosystem services, and migration
rates (household level)
• Spatial analysis

• Overall picture is the same, but with
some nuances:
• FGDs: Climate stress underlying cause of
deteriorated island productivity
• Statistical analysis: Some significant
correlations between migration and
climate/environment

4 different migration variables: present and
future; internal and international

Correlation analysis
Present
Problem ranking
(0=not ranked in
top-5; 1=ranked in
top-5)

Future

% migrant
children and
siblings

% migrant
children and
siblings in the US

Intention to
migrate
(0=no; 1=maybe;
2=yes)

Intention to
migrate to the US
(0=no; 1=maybe;
2=yes)

Drought

X

X

X

Negative (*)

Sea level rise

X

X

Negative (*)

Negative (*)

Not enough
freshwater

Positive (*)

X

X

X

Example:
Respondents
who ranked
drought and
sea level rise in
top 5 were less
likely to intend
to migrate.

Note: “X” means no significant difference; * means significant at p<0.05 level; ** means significant at p<0.01 level.

• Green cells support the hypothesis that climate impacts and environmental stress increase migration.
• White cells indicate that there is no significant correlation (p>0.05)
• Grey cells suggest that climate impacts and environmental stress reduce migration.

Affected in past 5 years
(0 =no; 1=yes)

% migrant relatives

% migrant relatives in the US

Intention to migrate
(0=no; 1=maybe; 2=yes)

Intention to migrate to the US
(0=no; 1=maybe; 2=yes)

Drought
Heat wave
Typhoon
King tide
Storm surge

X
Positive (**)
X
X
Positive (*)

X
Positive (**)
X
X
Positive (*)

X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X

Crops
Livestock
Fish
Trees
Land
Other income
Food prices
Housing
Properties
Drinking water
Health
Trend in past 10-20 years
(0=no increase; 1=increase)

Positive (**)
Positive (**)
X
Positive (**)
Positive (*)
X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
Positive (*)
Positive (*)
Positive (**)
X
X
X
X

X
Positive (*)
X
X
X
X
X
Positive (*)
Positive (**)
X
Positive (**)

X
X
X
Negative (**)
X
X
X
X
Positive (**)
X
Positive (**)

Drought
Heat wave
Typhoon
King tide
Storm surge

X
Positive (**)
X
Negative (*)
Positive (**)

X
Positive (*)
X
X
Positive (**)

X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X

Impact type
(0 =no; 1=yes)

Links between climate impacts
and migration
• 25% of cells support hypothesis that climaterelated stressors contribute to migration.
• Role of Mejit:

• Highest migration rates
• Highest heatwave and storm surge impacts
• Highest number of impacts

• Discussion

• Correlation, but is there causality?
• In other words: Is migration from Mejit higher
because of climate impacts and environmental
stress?
• Or are there more prominent reasons why
migration is higher on Mejit?

Mejit

State of ESS
1=providing enough;
2=providing but not
enough’
3=hardly providing

% migrant relatives

% migrant relatives in Intention to migrate
the US
(0=no; 1=maybe;
2=yes)

Intention to migrate
to the US
(0=no; 1=maybe;
2=yes)

Food
Fuel wood
Water
Protection
Trend in ESS
1=improved;
2=stayed the same;
3=deteriorated
Food
Fuel wood
Water
Protection

X
Negative (*)
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
Positive (**)
X
X

X
X
Positive (*)
X

X
X
X
X

Positive (*)
X
X
Positive (*)

X
Positive (**)
Negative (**)
X

• Respondents who perceive negative trends in the ecosystem services ‘food provision’, ‘fuelwood provision’, and ‘protection
against floods and storms’ are more likely to have a household member who intends to migrate in the next 10 years.

Flood
extent
(2015)

Flood
extent
(2014)

%
migrant
relatives
%
relatives
in the US
Migration
intention
(%)
Migration
intention
to US (%)

Inside
flood
area
44.4%

Outside
flood
area
40.2%

24.7%

23.5%

55.9%

57.4%

33.3%

40.6%

No correlation between
past flood and migration

Summary of findings on migration drivers
• Survey: People do not cite environmental reasons to migrate.
• Could it be that respondents give the ‘easy answer’ of migration for
education, work, healthcare, which is the dominant discourse on Marshallese
migration?

• Focus groups: Environmental problems reduce island productivity and
affect livelihoods, which induces migration for work.
• Correlation analysis:
• Some statistically significant relations between climate or environmental
stressors and migration exist: e.g. heat stress, several impact types, and
negative trends in ecosystem services.
• Most cells: no significant relation.
• Role of Mejit: highest migration rates and highest perceived climate stress.

• Further research needed: only correlation or also causality?
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40 Statements. Examples:
• A big concrete wall is all it takes to save our island
from sea level rise

• Whatever happens in the future, we have to stay
together as a community
• I will never leave my land

• Most people who migrate do so to achieve better
education
• I have never heard of any Marshallese migrating
because of climate change

“Q” methodology
To identify ‘shared views’ within
the study population on key
themes of the research

• Marshallese people in the US have good, pleasant
lives
• Within 50 years it will no longer be possible to live
on this island
• If I had enough money I would move abroad

No ‘single story’ of sinking islands: three views
• “Happy where we are”: The migration critics (43.6%):
• Satisfied with the quality of life in the RMI.
• No desire to move and critical about impacts of migration
• Happy with life as it is now, but a bit worried about the future of their islands

• “In God and The World we trust”: The adaptation optimists (25.5%):
• More critical about life in the RMI, especially lack of employment. Migration part of
the solution.
• Optimistic about future habitability of their islands, with the help of God and ‘the
World’

• “The grass is greener on the other side”: The island pessimists (14.9%):
• Dissatisfied with life in the RMI; strong desire to move, preferably to the US.
• Worried about the future habitability of their islands
• Very positive about the impacts of migration

Mejit

Maloelap

Majuro

Migration critics

62%

74%

36%

Adaptation optimists

15%

21%

42%

Island Pessimists

24%

5%

22%

“Q” group anatomy
• Adaptation optimists are more younger on average (35) than the
other two groups (41), and have higher levels of education.
• The migration critics have the lowest level of education and, on
average, receive the lowest amount of remittances.
• More island pessimists (56%) than adaptation optimists (34%) and
migration critics (14%) thought they would migrate to the US in the
next 10 years.
• We found no significant differences between “Q” group and the
following variables: gender, income, religion, marital status,
birthplace, migration experience, and number of migrant relatives.

Alternative to the ‘sinking islands’ narrative?
Most people in the Marshall Islands perceive
that they are not yet well-prepared for
future impacts of climate change, but they
also resist the idea that their islands would
become uninhabitable due to sea level rise
and other stressors in the future and that
they will be forced to leave.

They believe that between now and a future
in which climate change poses a more
existential threat to them, there will be
solutions to keep their islands habitable.
However, some forms of human mobility
(not abandoning the islands!) can be part of
the solution.

Dilemma: “… in highlighting the dangers
climate change poses to atolls, climate
science and policy seem to deny the
possibility of a hopeful future for atoll
people, rendering their forced migration
from their homelands as matter of fact
rather than something that could possibly
be averted through emission reductions and
an expanded approach to adaptation.”
Source: Jon Barnett (2017). The dilemmas of normalising losses
from climate change: Towards hope for Pacific atoll countries.
Asia Pacific Viewpoint 58 (1): 3–13

Thank you!!
• More information: www.rmi-migration.com
• Contact: kgeest@gmail.com | burkettm@Hawaii.edu

