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Abstract: This study investigates local expert perceptions of the role of environmental factors, especially in terms
of contemporary climate change, in population movements from Bangladesh to India. The aim is to delve into lo-
cally held understandings of the phenomenon and to gain a better understanding of these migration processes,
which are actively intertwined with local experiences. Both Indian and Bangladeshi experts were interviewed using
semi-structured, in-depth interviews in order to explore insights from locally held perceptions and understandings
of contextual factors. In total, 10 Bangladeshi and 15 Indian experts were interviewed, covering different disci-
plines, sectors, regions and job types, together providing a more complete and grounded picture of views of envi-
ronmentally induced migration in Bangladesh and India. The results show that climate change is perceived by local
experts as one of the key factors influencing migration in Bangladesh, both internally and externally. The inter-
viewees, however, placed environmentally induced migration in a broader context of labour and economic migra-
tion. In particular, migration for environmental reasons in Bangladesh was evident long before the emergence of
climate change as an issue. According to the interviewed experts, this does not preclude increased environmentally
induced migration within and from Bangladesh in the future, but its analyses ought to be placed in historical and

economical contexts.
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Introduction

Population movement around, to, and from
South Asia is well documented, with environ-
mental drivers impacting these movements
(e.g. Hadi, 1999; Siddiqui, 2001; Khatri, 2007;
Massey et al., 2010). Climate change is now par-
ticularly prominent and extensively debated as
an additional factor influencing migration
around the world (e.g. Black et al, 2011;
Deshingkar, 2012; Bettini, 2013; Afifi et al.,,
2015). The main challenge raised in the literature
is that people typically move because of the com-
bination of many environmental, economic and
social factors, so decoupling climate change from
the myriad of factors is not always easy or helpful.

Bangladesh is often depicted as one of the
primary source countries of environmentally
induced migration, while India is often
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portrayed as being amongst the primary receiv-
ing countries of Bangladeshi migrants (Campbell
et al., 2007; CNA, 2007; GACGC, 2007). Such
representations have been suggested as
oversimplifying the complex connections
between environmental change and migration.
For instance, most evidence suggests that the
majority of migrants affected by environmental
change stay within their home countries and
move temporarily, while groups which lack
resources to move may be forced to stay behind
in high-risk areas (Foresight, 2011; Felli and
Castree, 2012; Kelman et al., 2015).

This paper aims to shed more light on these
discussions and narratives regarding environ-
mentally induced migration from Bangladesh
to India, in order to gain a more context-based
picture. In order to do so, we engage with local
experts’ experiences and perspectives. The
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importance is moving away from the domina-
tion of the topic by scholars, non-governmental
organisations and think tanks from outside these
countries and mainly from more affluent coun-
tries (Boas, 2014). The primary objectives of this
paper are (i) to analyse experiences and percep-
tions of local experts regarding the role of envi-
ronmental factors in population movements in
Bangladesh and India, and (ii) to examine to
what extent these viewpoints intersect or possi-
bly conflict with findings from the international
academic literature. A total of 25 local experts
from India and Bangladesh were interviewed,
selected from different disciplines, sectors, re-
gions and job types.

Theory of environmentally induced migration

Although environmental change has been one
significant driver of population movement
throughout human history (e.g. Samers, 2010;
Smith et al., 2012), Piguete (2010) argues that
the topic recently stayed on the periphery of
the majority of migration studies. An important
reason is that it is difficult to separate environ-
mental factors from economic, political and
other social reasons for moving (Perch-Nielsen
et al., 2008; Piguete, 2010; Stojanov, 2012). In
the majority of cases, people do not move for a
single reason. Additionally, not all environmen-
tal degradation or environmental change leads
to significant population movement or even to
the desire to move. Motivation to move involves
a complex web of multiple factors that denote
individual beliefs, interests and dreams along
with  collective decisions, within specific
economic, social and political contexts
(Stojanov et al., 2014). Finally, there is no com-
monly accepted definition or methodology for
estimating, calculating or classifying people
moving for different levels of influence of envi-
ronmental reasons.

Foresight (2011) and the response by Felli and
Castree (2012) explore migration—environment
connections due to various environmental
change processes. Some geographers have
responded to recent trends of environmental
change influencing migration decisions by inte-
grating them into migration typologies. For
example, Stojanov et al. (2014) formulate a
typology of environmentally induced population

movement on (i) environmental migrants; (ii) en-
vironmental displacees with two subcategories
of slow-onset and rapid-onset environmental
displacees; and (iii) development displacees.
This typology provides a basis for considering a
wide variety of motives for environmentally in-
duced population movement, in relation to dif-
ferent drivers, motivations, time scales and
space scales.

In recent years, the debate regarding environ-
mentally induced population movement has
been dominated by climate change impacts as
a main driver. The predictions from IPCC
(2013-2014) about future development might
or might not come true in the future. In the
meantime, a disconnect continues between
those pushing the agenda of environmentally in-
duced population movement on the basis of cli-
mate change only and those taking wider
perspectives to understand root causes of peo-
ple’s movement while placing climate change
in wider contexts (Stojanov et al., 2014).

Summarising the literature, climate change
and migration is a multi-faceted and dynamic
process which is far from being completely un-
derstood (see also Upadhyay et al., 2015). It is,
as it always has been, a long-term process re-
quiring knowledge from many disciplines and
variability of methodological approaches in or-
der to comprehend different options, lack of op-
tions, responses and non-responses from the
affected population.

Migration in South Asia and environmental
factors

For Bangladesh, internal and international
migration is common for livelihood reasons
and that has been the case for much of its
history, including before independence (e.g.
Hadi, 1999; Siddiqui, 2001; Van Schendel,
2005; Boas, 2015; Donato et al., 2016). Cross-
border immigration from Bangladesh (which
was East Pakistan from 1947 to 1971) into
India became an issue following India’s partition
in 1947. This region has always been
characterised by a high degree of mobility (Van
Schendel, 2005; Upadhyaya, 2006; McAdam
and Saul, 2010), especially internal given that
much of Bangladesh comprises a large and
dynamic delta, with coastal subsidence and
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river channels often morphing. As a result,
inhabitants have constantly been moving in
search of new land and livelihoods, with envi-
ronmental change (but not climate change per
se) amongst other factors being major
influences.

The Indian discourse towards immigrants
from Bangladesh was initially rather mild and
welcoming, with many seeing them as children
coming home, especially if they were Hindus
moving after independence and partition (see
also Weiner, 1978). This perception gradually
changed over the decades. Immigrants, no lon-
ger moving directly as a result of the partition,
were soon presented as being illegal infiltrators.
The later groups of immigrants from Bangladesh
were often Muslims and were seen as drastically
changing the demographic composition of
neighbouring areas in India such as Tripura
and Assam (Van Schendel, 2005). Recent migra-
tion from Bangladesh to India is suggested as
being the largest international flow between
two sovereign countries because Bangladeshi
communities have used migration as a tool to di-
versify and increase their income (ADB, 2012).

According to the Indian census from 2001,
the total number of immigrants in India
amounted to 5.1 million, of whom 59% were
from Bangladesh and 97% were from all of
India’s neighbouring countries combined (Cen-
sus of India, 2011). These are official data,
which do not include unregistered migration.
Most immigrants from Bangladesh to India end
up in Assam and West Bengal and it is estimated
that there could be as many as six million
unregistered immigrants there from Bangladesh
(Goswami, 2010; Nath et al., 2012). Given that
the total population of Assam province is 26
million, unregistered migration from Bangladesh
represents a significant social, economic and
political situation, often termed a ‘problem’
(Goswami, 2010; Kumar, 2010). Some Indian
analysts even go so far as to suggest that sending
migrants to Assam is an unofficial Bangladeshi
policy for colonising Northeast India (Kumar,
2010). Anti-immigrant sentiment directed at
Muslims in  Assam is long-standing (Dass,
1980), sometimes turning violent such as in
1983 with thousands being massacred (Weiner,
1983). Singh (2009) reports the Muslim popula-
tion at the beginning of the twenty-first century
was 30.9% compared with 8-9% in 1950,

Environmental migration from Bangladesh to India

attributing separatist violence to be a reaction
against these immigrants (see also Sinha, 2011).

This is not to argue, however, that all Indian
analysts have such a negative view of unregis-
tered Bangladeshi immigrants. There is a coun-
ter discourse presenting migration flows as a
constant stream of labour supply benefiting
India’s development (McAdam and Saul,
2010), and there are concerns for the human
rights of immigrants, both those deported and
those locally affected (Dasgupta et al., 2011).
What makes the situation particularly harsh on
the immigrants is that the governments of
neither India nor Bangladesh recognise the un-
registered immigrants. While India seeks to de-
port unregistered immigrants, the Bangladeshi
government claims that the deported persons
are Bengali-speaking Indians (Van Schendel,
2005). In the past, the deportees have often
ended up in deportation camps along the Indian
border, in jail in West Bengal or as migrants
within India (Van Schendel, 2005).

Authors attribute different roles that environ-
mental factors can play in migration processes,
both within Bangladesh and from Bangladesh
towards India. Ahmed (2008) suggests that the
number of migrants from Bangladesh to India
grows during disasters such as floods and
droughts in Bangladesh (see also Saadi, 2003),
and internal migration has also been shown to
increase due to a disaster (Saha, 2016). Zaman
(1991) notes that environmental reasons often
lead to internal migration in Bangladesh rather
than international migration; for example, nearly
88% of migrant households of Bangladeshi flood-
plain residents had moved not further than 3.2 km
from their previous residence. Furthermore, pop-
ulation movement in the Bengal region (currently
divided between India and Bangladesh) has
always been intertwined with environmental
factors, even prior to India’s partition in 1947,
as noted above. The advent of climate change
has brought a new environmental factor into
the influences on migrating.

The country is characterised by rapid urbani-
sation, high population growth, high population
density and intensive land and resource use for
agriculture and industry production, all contrib-
uting to Bangladesh’s high vulnerability to envi-
ronmental hazards, which are expected to
become more evident under climate change
(IPCC, 2013-2014; Khan, 2012; Mirza, 2003).
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The main environmental changes induced by cli-
mate change in Bangladesh are expected to be
sea-level rise, worse storm surges, more intense
cyclones (although changes to cyclone frequency
are uncertain) and changing precipitation pat-
terns, all affecting floods and droughts, which in
turn affect fresh water, food, homes and liveli-
hoods (ADB, 2012; Ali, 1999; IPCC, 2013-2014;
Khan, 2012; Kummu et al., 2010; Mirza, 2003).
Karim and Mimura (2008) argue that, based on
increasing flood depths and rising sea levels,
Bangladesh is already being affected by climate
change. Currently, almost 40 million people live
in coastal Bangladesh. Loss of coastal land is pre-
dicted to reach up to 3% by the 2030s, 6% by the
2050s and 13% by 2080 (Pender, 2008), suggest-
ing that millions of Bangladeshis will be at risk
and may be forced to, or may choose to, move.
These physical changes are intertwined with
other socio-economic problems faced by many
Bangladeshis. Hutton and Haque (2004) point
out that vulnerability in Bangladesh is associ-
ated with deeply entrenched socio-economic
inequities. More than half of rural households
have virtually no direct access to land, even
though the majority depend on agriculture. Con-
sequently, a vast proportion of the rural poor sur-
vive on subsistence livelihoods, with little
opportunity to acquire savings or assets. lIrre-
spective of the form or speed of environmental
changes, millions of Bangladeshis have prob-
lems coping with daily life now, and they will
have increased trouble in the future under cli-
mate change scenarios (see also Khan, 2012).
Despite the vast array of literature on
Bangladesh regarding topics such as environ-
mental change, vulnerability and migration, it is
rare for studies to explore the experiences or per-
ceptions of local experts, from Bangladesh and
India, regarding links between these topics. The
academic field on climate change, environment
and migration is still largely dominated by
scholars from Europe, Australia and North
America, even though scientists affiliated with
universities in Bangladesh and India are increas-
ingly publishing on environmentally induced mi-
gration in Bangladesh (see e.g., Das, 2011; Gray
and Mueller, 2012; Stojanov and Duzi, 2012;
Etzold et al., 2014; Mallick and Vogt, 2014;
Mallick and Etzold, 2015; Rahman et al., 2015).
Yet examining local perceptions of environmen-
tal factors for migration in South Asia is needed for

identifying the discourses and representations of
the relationship between environmental change
and migration in the India—Bangladesh context.
Such an assessment helps to combine local
knowledge, witnessed experiences and existing
findings from the literature, in order to gain a
broader and deeper picture of migration and en-
vironmental change topics (Bardsley and Hugo,
2010; Weber, 2010).

Method

The data for this are qualitative, obtained from
semi-structured, in-depth expert interviews
(Mack and Woodsong, 2005) of Indian and Ban-
gladeshi experts on topics covering environ-
mental change, development and migration
(Table 1). Experts are from academia, the public
sector, the private sector, governmental institu-
tions and non-governmental organisations.

We first reviewed existing literature about mi-
gration and environmental change, especially
from or related to Bangladesh, and searched
for geographical and other information about
the selected region. Using this material as a ba-
sis, we chose the field work locations of Dhaka
and Khulna in Bangladesh along with Delhi,
West Bengal (Calcutta) and Assam (surroundings
of the capital Guwahati) in India. We selected
experts in these locations on the basis of the lit-
erature, including their practical work in the
field of migration, development and environ-
mental issues. We aimed for a wide spectrum
of representatives from academia, government,
policy-making institutions and the non-profit
sector to cover relevant fields and expertise
and to gain diverse opinions and perceptions.
The preliminary selected experts were
contacted by email, and those who responded
were invited to be interviewed. We started with
the contacts who agreed to be interviewed
followed by experts suggested by the inter-
viewees and others, yielding snowball sampling,
a method accepted within many qualitative
methods (e.g. Babbie, 2008).

The main clusters of topics for the interviews
were perception of migration in general, evalua-
tion of recent migration patterns, selection of key
environmental changes and their impacts, the
role of migration in sending and receiving coun-
tries, evaluation of the recent environmental
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Table 1. List of respondents
# Country Expertise Gender Location Sector Position
BANI1 Bangladesh  Anthropologist F Dhaka Academia Lecturer
BAN2 Bangladesh  Environment M Dhaka Private Consultant
BAN3 Bangladesh  Environment M Dhaka Non-profit and Director of
non-governmental the organisation
BAN4 Bangladesh  Climate change M Dhaka Non-profit and Research officer
non-governmental
BANS Bangladesh  Social sciences M Dhaka Non-profit and Research officer
non-governmental
BAN6 Bangladesh  Migration M Dhaka Academy Director
BAN7 Bangladesh  Environmental M Khulna Non-profit and Program officer
hazards non-governmental
BAN8 Bangladesh ~ Migration M An expatriate  Academia Research fellow
in Canada
BAN9 Bangladesh  Development studies F Dhaka Public (government)  Research fellow
BANT0 Bangladesh  Development practice M Khulna Non-profit and Director
non-government
IND1 India Environment, geography  F Guwabhati Academia Professor
IND2 India GIS, Land change M Guwabhati Academia Lecturer
science
IND3 India Population Geography M Guwabhati Academia Reader
IND4 India Migration F Guwabhati Academia PhD student
IND5 India Geography M Guwabhati Academia Professor
IND6 India Population studies M Balasore Academia Lecturer
IND7 India Development studies M Trivandrum Academia PhD scholar
IND8 India environment M Kolkata Public Senior government
official
IND9 India Environment M Kolkata Public Senior government
and development official
IND10  India Climate adaptation M Kolkata Private Non-governmental
organisation
IND11  India Political science M Kolkata Academia Professor
IND12  India Migration F Delhi Private Think tank researcher
IND13  India Migration M Delhi Public Senior government
official
IND14  India Migration M Delhi Public Senior government
official
IND15  India Migration M Delhi Academia/Private Professor and journalist

situation, key environmental issues and future
trends in region, and assessing whether and
how experts link environmental issues with mi-
gration. Further questions on the social and envi-
ronmental conditions of Bangladesh focused on
manifestations of environmental change from
climate variability, trends and change through
to extreme weather, often identified as having
perceived higher frequencies or intensities of en-
vironmental hazards. A common thread was en-
vironmental factors affecting livelihoods and
living standards in the context of potential
choices to migrate or to stay. Migration strategies
in response to environmental changes, or
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environmental changes as a trigger or impetus
to stay or to leave, were also discussed.

In total, 25 respondents with various expertise,
across numerous sectors and in a variety of posi-
tions, were interviewed, 10 in Bangladesh and
15 in India. Five of the respondents were female.
Despite the imbalanced male-female ratio, it re-
flects the reality of the gender distribution
amongst topic experts in both countries.

All the interviews were conducted in English,
which was not a problem because the respon-
dents are professionals, often with extensive in-
ternational experience. The grammar from the
respondents was not always correct, but minimal
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editing has been done to the quotations, leaving
some grammatical errors and stylistic inconsis-
tencies. The interviews each lasted between
40 minutes and 3 hours. The respondents were
guaranteed anonymity and confidentiality. The
Bangladesh respondents are labelled with BAN
and the Indian respondents with IND.

Results

Migration connected to recent and future
environmental conditions

Most respondents expressed, in some form or
another, concern about recent and future envi-
ronmental  conditions.  They  particularly
highlighted climate variability and trends as
having detrimental effects, including sea-level
rise, floods, drought, cyclone intensity and rain
variability. Numerous comments linked recent
and future environmental and climate condi-
tions to significant concerns for livelihoods.

Respondent BAN4 summed up what many
others stated, in commenting on migration and
climate change:

... three aspects: one is the frequency of the
event, whatever that frequency will increase
in future. The second is the intensity of an
event, the hard damage of the extreme event

. Like usually the floods happen in July—
August, reach September, ... the timing is going
to be shifted. [This] third dimension is impor-
tant in terms of its link with the production sys-
tem. The flood decision timing is huge
implications on an agricultural productivity. ...
Now what is the projection. If there is one me-
tre sea level rise, by end of the century, than
this figure will become 25 million.

Respondent BAN7, in particular, used similar
words, while respondent IND1 stated:

About future trends, the impact of climate
change and rise of sea level in Bangladesh ... |
expect increasing of migration flows ... This is
alternative strategy for survival.

BAN2 supported this opinion:

Climate change will be a major impact on
Bangladesh and it will have many difficulties
for the people that live in the estuary area.

One will be physical inundation, flooding of
that islands that they are here, so people have
to physically move out. Second will be lost of
livelihood because of the crops.

Respondent BANG6 views migration as one of
the possible adaptation strategies for people
living in climate change impacted areas in
Bangladesh:

... some of them [families] might migrate, but
there is a certain lost of crop, or there is this de-
vour, lost of land to the river, or one member of
household has accident, or dies. In that case
others members feel how do cope with that.
One important strategy is to send members
abroad, so you know the shock is absorbed.

Respondents BAN4, BAN5, IND8, IND10
and IND12 had much to say regarding observa-
tions from local areas suggesting a definite shift
in climatic conditions. They particularly
highlighted seasonality, precipitation and in-
creased flooding as being different from prior
norms. They expected that similar changes in
Bangladesh would increase migration.

Few patterns emerged in viewpoints based on
geographic location, expertise, sector or loca-
tion. Most respondents explained that recent en-
vironmental conditions have been different from
the norm according to their experience. They
expected future environmental conditions to
continue to worsen and to have a detrimental
impact on agriculture and other livelihoods, in-
cluding on migration. This view was supported
by respondent BAN4 who mentioned that ‘due
to the climate change, seasonal migration will
increase as an environmental stress’.

A number of respondents directly linked their
observations of recent environmental conditions
and expectations of future environmental condi-
tions with contemporary climate change,
namely indicating a strong contribution of hu-
man causation through global greenhouse gas
emissions and land use changes (IPCC, 2013-
2014). Their comments concentrated on sea-
level rise as leading to migration, but other cli-
mate change factors highlighted were changes
in river watercourses — especially bank river ero-
sion and floods — and changes in monsoon and
cyclone patterns. Many comments related to ex-
pectations of worse cyclones, storms and
droughts due to climate change. These patterns
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were linked to increased migration because, the
respondents stated, Bangladeshi livelihood and
economic patterns focus on farming (crops and
livestock) and fishing, which depend on envi-
ronmental conditions. If those livelihoods are
harder to pursue, then people move.
Respondent BAN3 highlighted the view that
sea-level rise could seriously affect 25 to 35
per cent of the Bangladesh population.” Respon-
dent IND1 said that ‘about future trends, the im-
pact of climate change and rise of sea level in
Bangladesh ... | expect increasing of migration
flows; this is alternative strategy for survival’.
But not all respondents were so clear about
cause and effect regarding climate change and
their observations. Respondent BAN2 provided
nuanced comments on climate change:

So this land is always changing, along the riv-
ers ... new islands coming up and some
islands are disappearing, so people also move
from island to island. ... Even a few centime-
ters [sea-level] rise will cause many of the
islands disappearing in the near future. On
the other hand, new land is forming, people
are cutting down trees in the Himalayas re-
gion, so we have more and more alluvial sil-
tation. All the silt is deposited here and the
new lands are coming up.

Respondent IND15 argued:

Migration is not yet related to climate change,
but there are events where the weather is one
factor. But to a large extent it is economic, as
crops get ruined so they need to move as their
agricultural land is under water and need to
economically survive elsewhere.

In similar vein, respondent IND10 explained
how flooding, erosion and related displacement,
which have always been amongst the key fea-
tures of the Ganges delta, are now being exacer-
bated by climate change. Respondent BAN6
also provided a more nuanced perspective of
migration that:

Bangladesh is unique in the sense that many
parts of the country has got river bank ero-
sion...Many people lose out and they lose their
land...They are forced [to move] some of them.
Many stay behind. But some members, house-
hold members move on to find work in the city.

Environmental migration from Bangladesh to India

That is, climate change is impacting migra-
tion, but some people do not move irrespec-
tive of changing environmental conditions,
while others move for non-climate reasons.
Related to that, two Indian respondents (IND8
and IND15) highlighted that many people mi-
grate only temporarily after an environmental
hazard:

There are river bank erosions, floods. But it
leads to displacement rather over a short period
of time and they come back to the same place
(IND15).

Environmentally induced migration in wider
contexts

This study focused on perceptions of environ-
mentally induced migration, so the responses
reflected that topic. The respondents nonethe-
less placed environmental reasons for migrating
into the context of wider migration discussions,
particularly highlighting the long-standing eco-
nomic and labour reasons for Bangladeshis mi-
grating. Respondent IND3 directly noted that
for Bangladeshi migration, ‘the most important
reason would be economic ... better livelihood
conditions, access to land.” Respondent BAN9
pointed out the frequent situation when:

people do not say that they have directly
come because of the river erosion or they
have come because of flood. They say we
have conquered better employment opportu-
nity or in search for livelihood and etc. Upon
further probing then | found what the immedi-
ate cause was, ... the erosion or flood. They
lost everything ...

Respondent BAN6 focused on Bangladeshi
migrants to India by noting that ‘... Indian econ-
omy is rising up, there is also need for this labor,
in the construction sector ... the municipal cor-
porations, they employ many people of Bangla-
deshi origin.” This view was supported by
IND15 arguing that:

in Assam there is a labor deficit, why else would
people move? There are not enough workers for
infrastructure, as Indians do not want to come as
it is slightly dangerous in Assam. ... cross-border
migration has more to do with a lack of income
than with the environment.
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Respondent BAN4 connected environmental
and labour migration:

there is a cyclone in the coastal area, people
immediately move to the nearest urban town
to seek the job, and then to the next larger town
... But this is a temporary and this is a seasonal
trend of migration.

The implication is that environmental reasons
might be a trigger or impetus for migrating — a
definite push factor — but the pull factor remains
better jobs. Oscillating between two or more
places is also a common strategy for
Bangladeshis. Respondent BAN4 added that
‘now they are also permanent immigrants as a
last resort or a last option for community or the
household when they completely lose their
homestead and their livelihood system in that
locality’. Respondent BAN5 referred to migrants
in saying ‘those are rich because they have the
capacity to buy land and build the house. The
poorer, they go through a process [move from
the place of origin].” That is, for some of the pop-
ulation, migration is not desired, but is nonethe-
less accepted when necessary.

Wider contexts than climate change were
provided by Respondent BANT who argued that
environmental conditions are the second-most
important reason for Bangladeshis migrating to
find employment:

it is true that it [floods] is thousands years old
issue ... and people’s movement was there
too, that is one point and other things that
population density increased incredibly, that is
another problem, so river erosion now affects
more severely, than it affected earlier.

Similar comments were made for agriculture,
seeing migration as a common response strategy
when crops fail.

Respondents also described the historical na-
ture of population flows between Bangladesh
(in the past, East Pakistan and East Bengal) and
India, particularly migration to West Bengal and
Assam (see also Prakash, 2007; Panda, 2015).
The ‘international’ nature of this migration is rel-
atively recent: post-1947 when India and
Pakistan achieved independence. Respondent
IND2 even proclaimed that each person who
crosses the Indian border could be viewed as an
Indian citizen because there is no effective

control of citizenship based on documentation.
To a large degree, migration of Bangladeshis is
accepted as the usual state of affairs. That covers
both temporary and seasonal migration, usually
to Assam from border areas of Bangladesh, as
well as permanent migration from all over
Bangladesh to areas in India with jobs or where
friends and relatives already reside. Respondent
IND3 stated that:

boundaries are open, you can smuggle contra-
band ... and come across the border in four
hours, even less ... you can come across in
one hour or so, in the small boat ... and that is
happening ... They can cross in many parts of
the border ... It is obvious that India has put
the border with Pakistan at higher priority than
with Bangladesh. We are still in the process
constructing border fencing almost 23 years
after 1985.

Some of the Indian respondents (IND1, IND3,
IND11) along with BAN2 believed that migra-
tion flows from Bangladesh to India have
actually declined over the last three decades or
so because of increasing opportunities in
Bangladesh. Bangladeshi migrants have also
started to move to other countries. For instance,
large populations of migrant Bangladeshis now
work in the Middle East due to fewer jobs and
less free land in Assam, as well as stricter border
protection. In this context, Respondent BANG6
described the gradual out-migration process:

... workers from rural areas, they came to the
urban areas to work in manufacturing sector
... they feel empowered, they have information,
there is job in Malaysia, there is job in Kuwait,
... So rural to urban migrants now aspire to be
international migrants, because they have got
information.

That did not stop some respondents from
India (INDT, IND2, IND3, IND6 and IND7) ex-
pressing fear about the ethnic and environmen-
tal future of Assam due to the Bangladeshi
immigrants. They stressed the relatively high
birth rate of Bangladesh immigrants in compari-
son to Indians in Assam — with IND3 suggesting
that Assam’s population is ‘26.6 million from
2001 census. My estimate is around 30 million,
may be 30 plus’ — while claiming that grazing
and forest land are being taken over for farming
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by the immigrants. Respondent IND1 stated that
for Assam, ‘now the population is very high. So
the sources are available there, but water re-
sources, land resources are no longer sufficient
to support lots of people getting there. It crosses
the capacity of the land therefore, they want to
migrate within Assam, from one area to other
area to migrate.” Respondents IND1, IND3,
IND6 and IND7 suggested that the Bangladeshi
immigrants amount, at minimum, to one-third of
Assam’s population and that deforestation by
the immigrants presents one of the biggest envi-
ronmental problems. IND2 was direct in
asserting that the immigrant flows are ‘a sort of
demographic aggression’” against the native
Assam population.

There were also a number of Indian respon-
dents who were critical of this negative senti-
ment towards Bangladeshi immigrants. IND15
for instance referred to the role of the media in
fuelling these negative perceptions: ‘In the me-
dia in Assam there is always talk of this fear of
the other, it is pushed by emotions’. IND11 also
referred to the situation in Assam as a case of
‘xenophobia against immigrants’. Along similar
lines, an opinion article in the newspaper
Tehelka maintains that attention should be given
to underlying problems, such as a lack of both
available land and job opportunities, instead of
simply blaming the Bangladeshi immigrants
(Puniyani, 2012; Panda, 2015).

Finally, it is interesting to note that
interviewed migration officials in the central
government of India were reluctant to connect
climate change or other environmental factors
to cross-border migration from Bangladesh.
Instead, they argued that these population flows
were mainly economically driven (IND13,
IND14). In contrast, governmental respondents
outside the central government did discuss cli-
mate change as an increasing factor leading to
cross-border migration. For example, Respon-
dent IND8 from the Government of West Bengal
noted that ‘unfortunately, the Sundarbans in
Bangladesh is even much poorer than the Indian
part. And the border is porous. So large scale mi-
gration across border in response to climate
change can not be ruled out’. This finding sug-
gests that political contexts matter in framing
and perceptions of environmentally induced mi-
gration. Linking cross-border migration to cli-
mate change is a more sensitive endeavour for
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the central government responsible for India’s
climate policy and the climate change negotia-
tions (Boas, 2015).

Furthermore, local experts from West Bengal
may be more concerned as they are close to
the Bangladeshi border and come from a region
more directly affected by environmental impacts
at the moment. As noted by respondent IND8:

Probably the Central Government has not yet
identified climate change induced migration
as a big threat because it is not going to take ef-
fect until the latter part of the century, that is the
common perception. People in West Bengal
are more worried because of the Sundarbans.
We are watching one cyclone after another hit-
ting the Sundarbans and their intensity is in-
creasing day by day ...

Discussion

Respondents from both countries confirmed that
there are several interacting reasons for migra-
tion within and from Bangladesh, while indicat-
ing that economic reasons tend to play the most
significant role in decision-making regarding
migration, in both pull and push factors. They
noted how the combination of many other fac-
tors — historical, economic, demographic, social
(e.g. health, education, family and friends) and
environmental — influence the decision to mi-
grate or not to migrate. If the decision is to mi-
grate, then further choices need to be made
about the destination, the timeframe, who goes
and whether the migration is intended to be
temporary or permanent. These complexities
are well established in the migration literature
(e.g. Massey et al., 1998; Castles and Miller,
2009; Samers, 2010) as well as for Bangladesh
specifically (e.g. Hadi, 1999; Siddiqui, 2001;
Khatri, 2007), triangulating the experts’ views
on this particular question as being realistic,
sensible and grounded.

Based on the experience from Bangladesh
and India reported here, the results also corrob-
orate a principal reason for why environmental
change has been on the periphery of migration
literature: that there are so many other factors
influencing migration (Hugo, 2008; Perch-
Nielsen et al., 2008; Piguete, 2010; Stojanov,
2012). Nonetheless, most of the respondents
placed recent environmental disasters and

© 2017 Victoria University of Wellington and John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd 355



R. Stojanov et al.

extreme weather events within the wider con-
text of climate and environmental change,
connecting local experiences with climate
change. Whether or not specific events or trends
are indeed linked to climate change is an open
question, but the experts certainly perceive that
to be the case and the literature suggests that it
will be increasingly likely in the future, espe-
cially for Bangladesh. Consequently, environ-
mental reasons for migration are not to be
diminished, suggesting that migration studies
could engage more with environmental factors
within their theoretical concepts, especially for
determining the degree to which specific envi-
ronmental factors do or do not play roles in
migration-related decision-making.

The experts’ experiences and perceptions
provided three specific ways forward. First, a fo-
cus on the role of environmental change in
economic- or labour-related migration decision-
making. Experiences such as floods, droughts
and water/land salination might undermine live-
lihoods, informing the impetus to move as part
of deeper desires to seek better livelihood op-
portunities. Second, instances were raised
where the main or sole reason for migrating
was an inability to cope with environmental
changes, whether rapid such as cyclones or lon-
ger term such as changed seasonality or precip-
itation patterns. Again, the expert views on these
matters were fully in line with the literature,
which extensively covers forced migration due
to weather-related environmental hazards such
as cyclones (e.g. Paul et al., 2010), other envi-
ronmental hazards such as volcanic eruptions
(Tobin and Whiteford, 2006) and longer-term
creeping changes such as land use (Glantz,
1999). Third, the experts’ perception was that
environmental impacts on internal and cross-
border migration were gradually being exacer-
bated due to climate change’s effects.

It was nonetheless highlighted that such cli-
mate change-related migration takes place
within wider migration contexts and cannot be
seen as separate from other social-economic
forces. In fact, all three points converged to the
baseline that environmental changes are one
factor amongst many influencing migration.
Even for the second point above, in which in-
ability to cope with environmental changes
was the main or sole reason for migrating, this
inability to cope needs to be seen within wider

social and economic contexts. For instance, re-
source allocation, inequity and prejudice can
interfere with coping ability. The experts’ experi-
ences and perceptions for this baseline match
that of the literature.

By presenting a balanced discussion, the ex-
perts also provide a more nuanced view that chal-
lenges the rhetoric about hordes of ‘climate
change refugees’ ready to flee climate catastrophe,
a viewpoint which has been critiqued and shown
to lack an empirical basis (Hartmann, 2010;
Bettini, 2013; Baldwin, 2014). Instead, migration
due mainly to environmental changes, such as cli-
mate change impacts, are neither sidelined nor
dominating.

As with studies factoring climate change into
wider views of migration, the experts here looked
beyond a direct cause—effect connection, instead
describing a more complex series of linkages. In
particular, sea-level rise connects to greater inten-
sity and frequency of inundation along with ero-
sion, which, through a complex interplay with
livelihoods and poverty, can lead to migration
for those who can afford to do so. This view
matches well with literature describing migration
and return decisions in the context of livelihoods
(e.g. Tobin and Whiteford, 2006 and, for
Bangladesh, Penning-Rowsell et al., 2013), sug-
gesting that if the ability to cope with the environ-
mental change existed, then many would not
consider migration as an option. The decision
process works in tandem with migration being
an ever-present option for those seeking better
livelihoods or simply opportunities to send remit-
tances back to their families (e.g. Hadi, 1999 and
Barai, 2012 for Bangladesh).

In fact, short-term migration, permanent la-
bour migration and circular migration are all
standard coping strategies under multiple sce-
narios and for improving quality of life. Environ-
mental factors are not precluded as one set
amongst many influencing migration decisions,
nor does the situation preclude environmental
factors as dominating migration decisions in
some circumstances. In fact, the majority of the
experts’ perceptions concur with these manifold
views of migration, including those in the con-
text of climate change. For Bangladeshis, de-
spite the severe implications of climate change,
which could provide additional migration pres-
sures, mobility has always been part of their
livelihood strategies in Bangladesh and India.
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This nuanced approach by the experts reflects
the literature expressing the challenge of attrib-
uting specific causes to specific migration deci-
sions or trends (e.g. Massey et al., 1998;
Bardsley and Hugo, 2010; Crawford and
Campbell, 2012). If weather or seasonal condi-
tions change crop vyields or affect livestock, it
could be due to climate variability, climate
trends, climate change, economic variability,
economic trends, economic changes or a com-
bination. Irrespective, the people affected must
make a livelihood decision: should they re-
main, should some of the family leave (and
for how long) or should all of the family depart
(and for how long)? There might also be geo-
graphic disparities, such as the decision being
more attributable to economic than environ-
mental factors in north Bangladesh, away from
the sea, whereas sea-level rise could be the
main driver of migration in the southern
coastal parts.

Caution is needed not to be too assumptive
about choices made by Bangladeshi immi-
grants, considering the complexities of how
Bangladeshis adjust to environmental hazards
including storm surges and riverbank erosion
(e.g. Zaman, 1994; Paul, 2009; Paul et al.,
2010; Penning-Rowsell et al., 2013; Shaw et al.,
2013). Additionally, the concerns displayed by
some of the respondents — in terms of blaming
the Bangladeshi immigrants for local problems
in India and being worried about being taken
over by immigrants — were in stark contrast to
the more neutral views expressed in other parts
of the interviews. The fears of undue ‘foreign” in-
fluence among some cohorts of Assam’s popula-
tion have a long historical pedigree predating
the more recent environmental degradation in
this area. The antagonism of some of Assam’s
population to Bengali ‘foreigners’ can be traced
back to the British colonial rule.

Moreover, anti-immigrant sentiments have
characterised some of Assam'’s political move-
ments throughout the decades, including violent
insurgent groups such as United Liberation Front
of Assam. On the other hand, even though the
liberation struggle of Assam was united with
the Indian freedom struggle during British colo-
nial rule, many Assamese hoped for their own
independent state. Because independence has
not materialised, several groups such as United
Liberation Front of Assam have been waging a
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low intensity war against the Indian government
and using anti-immigrant sentiments to gain
support.

As such, two further contexts need to be con-
sidered, to which the experts alluded. First, the
dominating trend of rural-to-urban migration
flows in Bangladesh (Hadi, 1999; Goswami,
2010). It seems that the Bangladeshi migrants
are often more concerned about reaching urban
areas with the expectation of jobs there, rather
than about which particular country they end
up in. Second, the economic characteristics of
Bangladeshi immigrants who, in India, generally
come from the middle class and middle-upper
class, whereas internal immigrants also include
low-income categories. The difference is related
to affordability: people with higher socio-
economic status use their resources to leave
Bangladesh. Those with lower resources tend
to stay in Bangladesh, though they might migrat-
ing internally. Within these migration patterns,
many of the more affluent migrants acquired
their financial resources through migration, ei-
ther themselves or a family member working
temporarily in, for example, the Middle East.
While climate change and other environmental
reasons are expected to continue to influence
migration according the experts, any migration
in Bangladesh is expected to continue to con-
form to these established patterns.

Conclusions

This study investigated experiences and percep-
tions of local experts from India and Bangladesh
regarding environmentally induced migration
within and from Bangladesh, especially in the
context of contemporary climate change. The
experts identified environmental factors as
influencing migration in Bangladesh and
expressed fears that climate change would have
a significant influence on future migration. But
they placed these factors into wider contexts,
notably highlighting labour and economic reasons
for migrating while describing the long-standing
history of migration within Bangladesh for envi-
ronmental and non-environmental reasons.
The experts’ experiences and perceptions
match well with the migration literature indicat-
ing that the environment, including climate
change, can be a migration driver, but that the
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level of influence differs depending on the spe-
cific case study and timing (e.g. Hadi, 1999;
Siddiqui, 2001; Khatri, 2007; Massey et al.,
2010; Black et al., 2011; Warner, 2011;
Deshingkar, 2012). The majority of the experts’
views also match well with the critiquing litera-
ture on massive flows of ‘climate change refu-
gees’ indicating subtleties and nuances
regarding the understanding of migration move-
ments (Gibb and Ford, 2012; Hartmann, 2010;
Bettini, 2013; Baldwin, 2014; Baldwin et al,,
2014). These are important contributions be-
cause much is written about environmental
change, vulnerability and migration for South
Asia, especially with respect to Bangladesh
and sea-level rise, but such contributions, espe-
cially the most well-known ones, predominantly
come from scholars from outside these countries
and mainly from more affluent countries. It is
rare to find research which examines the experi-
ences and perceptions of local experts regarding
links amongst these topics. This paper further
adds to the literature by including perceptions
and experiences from experts who are not
trained as scientists, but who are journalists or
who work in the public or private sector.

The experts’ views and the analysis indicate
some lines of future research. First, studies of ex-
perts’ perceptions and of migrants’ perceptions
could be combined by bringing them together
in focus groups to discuss reasons for and views
of migration. Such research would help to trian-
gulate the data from each group separately
yielding further insights into how local experi-
ences and decisions fit into wider trends and
patterns, while giving the groups the opportunity
to compare and contrast their experiences with
each other. Second, with some prejudices
emerging from some of the expert respondents,
it would be useful to explore those further to de-
termine how much those prejudices do or do
not influence their other remarks. For example,
is it possible that environmental factors forcing
migration are downplayed due to anti-
immigrant hostility in order to try to blame the
migrants for moving? How much might the in-
ternational literature reflect or counter any such
bias?

Third, it is important to highlight local views
on environmentally related migration and non-
migration processes to counter an affluent coun-
try bias in the literature on climate change and

migration. Alarmist discourses about climate-
related mass migration and resulting insecurity,
conflict and chaos in areas such as India and
Bangladesh often find their origin in the more af-
fluent countries (Boas, 2014). Without immedi-
ately suggesting that groups are necessarily
right or wrong, the comparison, contrast and
balance are important to the production a fuller,
more robust picture. Fourth, what are the policy
implications for addressing migration induced
by, linked to or influenced by climate change
when such migration occurs within much wider
migration contexts? Could discouraging environ-
mentally induced migration, or supporting these
immigrants to settle as near their original home
as feasible, end up inhibiting remittances and
other livelihood-related migration, which have
long been a necessary part of Bangladeshi liveli-
hoods (e.g. Sikder and Ballis, 2013 ; Hatemi-J and
Uddin, 2014)?

Migration is, and always has been, a complex
process affected by multiple factors (Massey
et al., 1998; Castles and Miller, 2009; Bardsley
and Hugo, 2010; Samers, 2010). With environ-
mental conditions changing rapidly, and with
the expectation that Bangladesh will be signifi-
cantly affected by climate change, different sce-
narios of environmentally induced migration
ought to be explored. As the local experts indi-
cate, environmentally induced migration should
not be assumed to be inevitable or dominating,
a position which matches the wider literature.
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