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8 
Conclusions1 

This dissertation has investigated the multiple linkages between migration, 
environment and development in Ghana with special reference to the migration 
system of the Dagara from Northwest Ghana. The principal destination region of 
Dagara migrants is the Brong Ahafo Region in Ghana’s middle belt. A majority of 
Dagara migrants in Southern Ghana settle in urban localities, but this is not the case 
for Dagara settlers in the Brong Ahafo Region who are primarily farmers. Three 
different migration types are studied here: seasonal labour migration, long-term 
migration and return migration. The geographic focus of this study ranges from the 
national level through the regional level to two local case study areas. The study 
sought to answer the following research question: “what are the economic and 
environmental causes and consequences of rural migration from the Upper West 
Region to the Brong Ahafo region?  

Three academic debates are at the core of this research. First, the environmental 
refugee debate, which seeks to determine to what extent human migration flows are 
environmentally induced and to what extent people are forced to relocate in 
response to environmental disruption. The second body of literature that is central to 
this research is the population-environment debate about the impact of demographic 
and socio-economic change on natural resources management and environmental 
quality. Within the broader field of population-environment studies, the Malthus-
Boserup debate looks at the relation between population growth, technology and 
land use sustainability. The third academic debate that is at the core of this research 
involves the question of whether – or under what circumstances – migration has a 
positive or negative impact on development in migrants’ area of origin.  

                                            
1  An adjusted version of this chapter, summarizing the findings of this dissertation, has been submitted for 

publication and is currently under review. 
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A key characteristic of this study’s research design is the combination of a wide 
variety of data sources at different levels of scale. At the local level, both in 
migrants’ source and destination areas, questionnaire surveys were conducted 
among migrant and non-migrant households. The questionnaires had a broad 
livelihood setup with more in-depth sections about migration history and land use. 
Also, much emphasis was given to respondents’ own perceptions about the key 
questions posed in this research. In addition to the questionnaires, group discussions 
were organized that focused on topics that went beyond the household level, and 
three in-depth life histories of returned migrants were reconstructed to acquire a 
better grasp of decision-making processes. The local data were complemented with 
a variety of other data sources at a higher level of scale, such as population censuses, 
agricultural production data, remotely sensed vegetation data, LANDSAT images, 
rainfall data, soil maps and the Ghana Living Standard Survey. Geographic 
Information System (GIS) applications were used to aggregate different sources to 
comparable units of analysis and to present the data in maps.  

The rationale for using multiple data sources was threefold. First, the kind of data 
needed to address the core questions of this research required a combination of 
people-centred methods and more ‘distant’ analyses with a larger time span and a 
wider spatial scope. The questionnaire surveys, perception analyses and group 
discussions revealed patterns and processes on the ground, but the spatial and/or 
temporal coverage of these data sources was inevitably limited. Detailed information 
about a particular place or area at a particular point in time becomes more 
meaningful when it is contrasted with – usually less detailed – information from 
surrounding places and earlier periods. The secondary data sources helped not only 
to place the local case study material in a geographical and historical context, but 
also to make this research more relevant for areas beyond the limits of the local case 
study sites. Second, the environmental causes and consequences of migration could 
not be adequately studied with questionnaire surveys alone. The questionnaires 
provided information on farmers’ natural resource management, but not on 
environmental conditions and outcomes. Third, the findings of population-
environment studies are largely conditioned by the methods used and the environ-
mental discourse which researchers consciously or unconsciously adhere to (Adams 
1990; Dryzek 1997). Participative anthropologic fieldwork on indigenous land use 
practices, for example, tends to yield much more optimistic – and often admiring – 
findings than desk studies based on secondary data or studies by ecologists and soil 
scientists who pay less heed to the way in which human agency, social relations, 
cultural contexts and institutions affect land use patterns. By combining different 
sources and methods it was attempted to avoid indigenous romanticism at one 
extreme and what Mortimore & Adams (2001: 51) call a “euro-centric or techno-
centric view of African farming” on the other.  
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This dissertation largely consists of journal articles, and each chapter has its own 
conclusion based on empirical data from different sources. To avoid repetition, an 
attempt is made here to go beyond the specific topics of the chapters and present the 
overall findings on migration, environment and development linkages in the Dagara 
migration system. This concluding chapter is more narrative in nature and references 
to the data are kept to a minimum. The outline of this chapter is as follows. First, the 
environmental and economic determinants of Dagara migration, both in source and 
destination areas, are discussed and after that, the focus shifts to the environmental 
and economic impact of migration. This concluding chapter also discusses the 
relevance of the findings from this research for the wider academic debates 
indicated above.  

Driving forces in the Dagara migration system 

The North-South migration system of the Dagara was initiated through colonial 
coercion in the first decades of the 20th century. In pre-colonial times, before the 
advent of the modern migration system of the Dagara, people moved over shorter 
distances, mainly in search of fertile land. In addition, there was an involuntary 
population flow from present Northern Ghana to the South, which consisted of 
captured slaves who were mostly sold to European traders and shipped to the 
Americas. In the early 20th century, the first North-South migrants worked in the 
gold mines and in infrastructural projects of the colonial government. Soon after 
forced recruitment of labourers started, it also became common for young men to 
migrate voluntarily to Southern Ghana. Most of them worked as farm labourers in 
the booming cocoa sector. In the past hundred years, out-migration rates have 
gradually increased with a temporary decline in the 1970-1984 inter-censal period. 
Poor agro-ecological conditions, a long history of governmental neglect and high 
rates of poverty are the principal root causes of migration from Northern Ghana.  

Patterns of Dagara migration have changed over time as a response to changes in 
migrants’ opportunity structure and as a result of a maturing of the migration 
system. The Dagara migration system has matured in the sense that migration has 
become more permanent and is no longer a young men’s affair. It is now more 
common for entire households to migrate and a progressive feminization of the 
migration flow is discernible. The migration opportunity structure is constantly 
changing as a result of developments in the source areas and destination areas. 
Environmental factors play a role, but they act in complex interplay with economic, 
political, social and cultural factors.  

In the early stages of the Dagara migration system, there was a high demand for 
unskilled labour in the mines and cocoa sector of Southern Ghana. In this period 
most Dagara settled in mining towns, like Tarkwa and Obuasi, and in cocoa growing 
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areas in the Ashanti Region and the Western Region. Migrants from the North held 
the least popular jobs, but it was not very difficult for them to find employment and 
make a living as unskilled labourers. This situation lasted until the early 1970s when 
Ghana entered a period of severe economic decline and political crisis. Labour was 
no longer scarce in the South and the situation for migrants from Northern Ghana 
deteriorated. Many migrants decided to return to the North, and some established a 
farm in the new food crop frontier in the Brong Ahafo Region, which would later 
become the prime settlement region of Dagara migrants. Ghana’s economic and 
political crisis lasted until the late 1980s, but economic recovery in the 1990s and 
2000s did not produce scarcity of unskilled labour as it existed before the crisis. 
Although many Dagara migrants still settle in urban centres further south – usually 
as self-employed workers in the informal sector or as civil servants – rural 
destinations in the forest-savannah transition zone of the Brong Ahafo Region have 
become increasingly popular, especially for migrants with low levels of formal 
education. This shift in the Dagara migration system results from both environ-
mental and non-environmental factors. Economic decline and the political crisis 
made labour migration less attractive and the Brong Ahafo Region had important 
environmental pull factors for Dagara farmers, particularly its relatively easy access 
to fertile land and the bi-modal rainfall pattern. The forest belt south of the forest-
savannah transition zone has even better agro-ecological conditions, but access to 
land is more expensive and restrictive there. These areas have higher population 
densities and land is more commoditized because of the tradition of cocoa farming.  

Environmental push plays an important role in the North-South migration system, 
but here too, environmental and non-environmental factors interact. Agro-ecological 
conditions in the North are generally poor compared to the South, and in areas with 
most natural resources scarcity migration propensities are highest. However, low 
agricultural productivity and underdevelopment do not result from poor agro-
ecological conditions alone. A century of colonial and post-colonial government 
policies that structurally neglected the North and concentrated development efforts 
in the South has produced a widening gap in the livelihood opportunities of people 
in the North and the South. If the twentieth century in Northern Ghana had 
witnessed large-scale investment in infrastructure, quality support to the agricultural 
sector and price policies that benefit food farmers instead of structural neglect and 
urban bias, the conditions for building a sustainable rural livelihood and patterns of 
out-migration would have been very different today.  

Migration from Northern Ghana to Southern Ghana will most likely continue to 
increase because the South is developing much faster than the North. While poverty 
rates in Southern Ghana have decreased sharply over the past two decades, this is 
much less the case for Northern Ghana, and especially the Upper West Region, 
which is the home area of the Dagara. No evidence was found that the widening of 
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the economic gap between North and South over the past two decades is due to 
environmental degradation in the North. Rather, the past twenty years were a time of 
environmental recovery after the Sahelian droughts of the 1970s and early 1980s. 

As noted in the introduction of this chapter, three academic debates or bodies of 
literature are at the core of this research: the environmental refugee debate, the 
population-environment debate and the migration and development debate. Below, 
the relevance of the findings from the present research for these debates is 
discussed.  

The environmental refugee debate 

The environmental refugee debate, which gained momentum in the 2000s, has been 
dominated by conceptual contributions from social scientists and rather ‘distant’ 
empirical analyses by ecologists. Until recently, case studies looking at environ-
mental causes of migration and the degree of force exercised by environmental 
factors in existing migration flows were relatively rare. In Chapter two and 
especially Chapter three of this thesis, an attempt is made to contribute to the 
environmental refugee debate with a research design that combines quantitative and 
qualitative data at different levels of geographic scale in migrants’ source and 
destination areas. Chapter two looked at the relation between migration and 
vegetation cover to explore environmental causes and consequences of migration, 
first at the national level and after that by focusing on the three principal migration 
flows in Ghana. The greenness of the environment, as measured by the Normalised 
Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI), is an important indicator of environmental 
conditions for rainfed agriculturalists because vegetation cover is to a large extent 
determined by climatic conditions and soil quality. However, it is recognized that 
the NDVI is not a perfect measure of environmental quality or even agro-ecological 
conditions. Therefore, the analysis presented in Chapter two is qualified as a ‘rough 
assessment’ or exploration of environmental causes and consequences of migration 
in Ghana. 

The analysis in Chapter two revealed significant, but weak associations between 
migration rates, vegetation cover and vegetation trends at the national level. Districts 
with denser vegetation tended to experience more in-migration and districts with 
less vegetation cover were more likely to have a migration deficit. However, there 
were notable exceptions. In the case of migration to the sparsely vegetated national 
capital Accra, for example, neither environmental push nor environmental pull 
seemed to play an important role. The analysis further showed that migration from 
Northern Ghana to the food crop frontier in Central Ghana and migration from old 
cocoa growing areas to the cocoa frontier in Southwest Ghana have important 
environmental dimensions. Favourable ecological conditions and low population 
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densities are principal pull factors in these migration systems. Important push 
factors are land scarcity in migrant source areas in the case of cocoa frontier 
settlement and poor ecological conditions in the case of migration to the food crop 
frontier.  

In Chapter three, a cross-sectional analysis of out-migration and natural resources 
in twenty-four districts in Northern Ghana showed that districts with more 
environmental scarcity experience more out-migration. This is an indication that 
environmental push plays an important role in generating migration from Northern 
Ghana to Southern Ghana. However, a longitudinal analysis showed that migration 
rates declined in a period of severe ecological stress (in the late 1970s and early 
1980s). In this episode in the history of North-South migration in Ghana, political 
turmoil and economic crisis in the destination area suppressed migration propensi-
ties despite increased environmental scarcity at home. This confirms the – 
admittedly predictable – notion of multi-causality in migration studies. Even if 
environmental factors are principal drivers of migration, they never act alone, and 
the relative weight of each driving force changes over time.  

Interviews with about two hundred Dagara migrants confirmed that environ-
mental push is an important driver of migration from the Upper West to the Brong 
Ahafo Region. The interviews also showed the importance of environmental pull as 
a cause of migration. Migrants from the North are primarily attracted to the Brong 
Ahafo Region because of its easy access to fertile land and its bi-modal rainfall 
pattern. It is hardly surprising that environmental motives play an important role in 
Dagara settlers’ decision to migrate: most of these migrants are farmers who 
relocated in search of better agro-ecological conditions. For the environmental 
refugee debate it is more relevant to assess the degree of force experienced by 
migrants.  

In almost all population flows the decision to migrate can be placed on a contin-
uum between completely voluntary and ‘forced with no choice’. The degree of force 
in Dagara migration to the Brong Ahafo Region was studied by looking at the level 
of urgency expressed in the migration reasons and by distinguishing push and pull 
factors and sudden-onset and slow-onset environmental disruptions. A clear 
dominance of migration push factors would be an indication of a higher degree of 
force. A clear dominance of migration pull factors would indicate that migration is 
more opportunity-driven. In the case of sudden-onset environmental disruption, the 
degree of force tends to be higher than in the case of slow onset environmental 
disruptions, which leave more room for adaptation. The findings suggest that the 
degree of force in Dagara migration to the Brong Ahafo Region is limited. The 
decision to relocate is primarily a response to structural differences in agro-
ecological conditions and relatively few mobility constraints. Sudden-onset 
environmental triggers were not mentioned as migration reasons at all and 



 

 

211 

respondents did not allude to widespread environmental degradation as a cause of 
migration. About one out of four respondents did express a substantial degree of 
urgency and force in their migration reasons. Within this group many indicated that 
they migrated because they were not able to harvest enough from their fields to feed 
their households. However, the overall picture is that Dagara migration to the Brong 
Ahafo Region is not a ‘last resort’ or distress migration in the face of environmental 
disaster. Rather, migration is part of a larger livelihood strategy in which rural 
families try to adapt to a resource-poor and risk-prone environment. In the idiom of 
the environmental refugee debate, Dagara migration to the Brong Ahafo Region 
could be labelled an ex-ante or pro-active strategy to avoid distress migration in the 
future. Migration is part of a larger strategy to spread risks, to reduce pressure on 
farmland at home and to benefit from better agricultural opportunities in an area that 
is known to them because of earlier experiences as seasonal migrants or because 
relatives and friends settled there before them.  

The Dagara from Northwest Ghana are a typical example of a predominantly 
agricultural populace whose livelihood viability is closely related to the availability 
of and access to natural resources. Even in the absence of sudden-onset environ-
mental disaster or widespread environmental degradation, their livelihoods are under 
pressure. Unequal regional development, progressive integration in the national 
economy, lack of viable non-farm income generating opportunities and increased 
cash needs are just a few factors that trigger migration from an area in which, for 
many, the natural resource base – without adequate institutional support – falls short 
of a minimum level to meet basic needs and escape poverty. Like the Dagara there 
are hundreds of millions on the African continent and beyond. The question whether 
or not people who migrate in response to such conditions should be labelled 
‘environmental refugees’ may divert attention away from the pertinent question how 
conditions can be created that enable people in marginal areas to build a sustainable 
rural livelihood.  

The population-environment debate  

The population-environment debate deals with the question how population growth, 
changes in population composition and other demographic and socio-economic 
characteristics affect natural resources management and environmental quality. 
Within the broad debate about population-environment linkages, three issues are of 
particular relevance for the present study: first, the environmental impact of in-
migration in destination areas; second, the environmental impact of out-migration in 
migrants’ source areas; and third, the Malthus-Boserup debate about population 
growth and land use sustainability.  
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The environmental impact of in-migration  

The environmental impact of migration in destination areas has received consider-
able attention from scientists in the past decades. Within this field, two bodies of 
literature can be distinguished, one focusing on the impact of in-migration on so-
called ‘green agenda’ environmental problems and the other dealing with ‘brown 
agenda’ environmental problems. The first body of literature primarily looks at the 
role of migrant farmers in the causal structure of deforestation and other types of 
environmental degradation in agricultural frontiers, mostly in tropical areas. The 
second body of literature looks at the impact of rural-urban migration on environ-
mental health issues (e.g. solid waste management, access to clean water and air 
pollution) in towns and cities, usually in low income countries.  

The environmental impact of Dagara migration varies according to migrants’ 
occupation and type of destination area. The focus in this study has been on rural-
rural migration, so ‘brown agenda’ environmental problems, which are common in 
Ghanaian towns and cities, were beyond the scope of this research. After several 
decades of predominantly urbanward labour migration, Dagara migrants now 
increasingly settle in rural areas in Ghana’s food crop frontier. This shift in the 
Dagara mobility pattern could intensify the impact of migration on ‘green agenda’ 
environmental problems, such as deforestation and land degradation. Indeed, some 
earlier studies blame migrant farmers from Northern Ghana, including the Dagara, 
to cause environmental degradation in the forest-savannah transition zone. Their 
farming methods are deemed unsustainable and they are accused of seeking quick 
gains by mining the soil. Moreover, a major settlement area of Dagara migrants has 
experienced a severe loss of green cover according to LANDSAT images published 
by the United Nations Environment Program. The analysis presented in Chapter four 
challenges the ‘easy conclusion’ that environmental degradation is caused 
disproportionately by Dagara migrants. It is shown that UNEP’s degradation 
narrative has severe defects and that most deforestation seems to have taken place 
before the area became a major destination area of Dagara migrants. Finally a 
comparison of settlers’ and native farmers’ land use practices reveals considerable 
differences, but provides no evidence that migrants have more detrimental farming 
methods. Dagara settlers plant less trees (because of insecure land tenure and 
because they are usually not allowed to) and they have larger farms (because they 
have to share part of their harvest with the land owners), but they have imported a 
number of soil fertility management practices from the more fragile interior savanna 
zone. Moreover, Dagara settlers cut fewer trees because native land owners tend not 
to give out virgin lands to settler farmers. Native farmers in the Brong Ahafo Region 
make more use of capital-intensive inputs, such as tractors and chemical fertilisers, 
which are associated with more permanent land cover change.  



 

 

213 

The case of Dagara farmers in the Brong Ahafo Region points to the danger that 
migrants can easily become scapegoats of environmental degradation, a phenome-
non which was already identified by Hugo (1996) over a decade ago. Several studies 
by Southern Ghanaian academics identify migrants from Northern Ghana as major 
perpetrators in deforestation and soil degradation processes. Interviews with native 
farmers and informal conversations during fieldwork in the Brong Ahafo Region 
indicate that the findings from these earlier case studies are not broadly shared. 
However, when local politicians looking for a power base decide to play the 
environmental card, this can easily lead to marginalization of migrants, conflict and 
violence, as has happened in other parts of the continent.  

The environmental impact of out-migration 

The environmental impact of out-migration in migrants’ source areas has received 
very little attention in academia so far. In this dissertation no separate chapter has 
been dedicated to this topic, but several chapters contain information that shed light 
on the impact of out-migration on availability, trends and management of natural 
resources. The theoretical framework and research design used to assess the 
environmental impact of out-migration in Northwest Ghana borrows insights from 
adjacent fields, such as the migration and development debate and the broader 
population-environment debate. Theoretically, two types of impact can be 
distinguished. First, out-migration can have an environmental impact through its 
effect on population size. When population growth is associated with environmental 
degradation, the effect of out-migration is likely to be positive. Second, the impact 
can be mediated by the effect of out-migration on population composition, 
livelihood choices, productive technologies, living standards and consumption 
patterns. In this research, the environmental impact of out-migration was studied at 
two levels. For Northern Ghana, population census data from twenty-four districts 
were related to a remotely sensed vegetation index. This more ‘distant’ analysis 
looked at environmental outcomes rather than mechanisms. In a local case study of 
Nandom in Northwest Ghana, household questionnaire data about migration 
propensities and environmental management was analysed.  

Between 1982 and 2006 a significant positive trend in vegetation cover is 
discernible throughout Northern Ghana. Over this period, the Normalized Difference 
Vegetation Index (NDVI) for Northern Ghana as a whole has increased with 12.1 
percent. The vegetation trend for Southern Ghana is much less positive and uniform. 
The time series of remotely sensed vegetation data only starts in the early 1980s so it 
is difficult to judge what exactly the long-term trend looks like. The ‘greening of 
Northern Ghana’ probably results to a large extent from ecosystem recovery after 
the great Sahelian droughts of the 1970s and early 1980s, but human factors may 
also play an important role. Within Northern Ghana densely populated areas tend to 
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have less green cover than sparsely populated areas, but the vegetation trend was 
most positive in densely populated areas. This could be an indication that population 
growth beyond a certain threshold is not only associated with increasing crop yields 
(as shown in Chapter six, see also below), but also with environmental recovery. A 
strong positive association was also found between out-migration and vegetation 
cover. Districts that experienced more out-migration had significantly more positive 
trends in vegetation cover. This would rather sustain the notion that out-migration 
has a positive effect on the environment simply by reducing population pressure on 
natural resources as formulated in the problem statement of the wider research 
programme of which this PhD project was part (see Chapter one).  

A more thorough spatial analysis of a wider array of potential drivers – both 
natural and human – of vegetation change in Northern Ghana is needed to 
adequately assess the interplay of different factors that have contributed to the 
greening of Northern Ghana over the past quarter century. This could yield 
insightful information about the relative importance of out-migration as a driver of 
environmental recovery, and more importantly, it could reveal under which 

circumstances out-migration has a positive effect on green cover. Such an analysis 
would need close collaboration between social scientists, ecologists and remote 
sensing specialists. Within a few years, when the results of the next population 
census are published, and when the NDVI database is updated, more cogent 
statements can probably be made about the importance of human vis-à-vis natural 
causes.  

Besides its effect on population size, out-migration can also influence green cover 
and other measures of environmental quality through migration-induced changes in 
livelihood systems and environmental management. Examples of negative effects 
would be loss of labour needed for environmentally sustainable farm practices and 
investment of remittances in unsustainable farm practices. Positive effects of 
migration on environmental management could be investment of remittances in 
sustainable farm practices. Also, migrants may acquire knowledge and skills about 
improved management that they could apply upon return. The household data on 
migration propensities and land use (Chapter seven) provide no clear evidence for 
such effects – positive or negative – in the Nandom Area. Moreover, in the analysis 
of migration perceptions, presented in Chapter five, a wide variety of migration 
consequences was recorded, but none of the two hundred respondents mentioned an 
impact of migration on environmental management.  

Within the broader field of migration-environment studies, the analysis of 
environmental consequences of out-migration in migrant source areas remains virgin 
ground. An important insight from the present research is that this complex issue 
needs to be studied at different levels of scale. In the initial research design, the 
analysis consisted solely of a local case study based on household data. This 
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analysis showed that – even in an area with massive out-migration – migration 
variables played a very limited role in explaining inter-household differences in 
environmental management. However, this does not mean that out-migration has no 
influence on the environment. Expanding the research design with a cross-district 
analysis of Northern Ghana revealed that the impact of migration on land use and 
environmental outcomes manifests itself at a higher level of scale. On the one hand, 
out-migration is positively associated with vegetation trends, presumably because 
out-migration reduces population pressure on natural resources. On the other hand, it 
was found that out-migration – again by reducing pressure on natural resources – 
can make the need for a transition to more sustainable land use look less urgent (see 
below). In the Nandom Area of Northwest Ghana, the farming system and natural 
resources management in general would have been very different today in the 
absence of out-migration and with much higher population densities. High pressure 
on farmland and other natural resources could have resulted in more food insecurity 
and environmental crisis as predicted by Malthusian theory, but the situation in more 
densely populated districts in Northern Ghana suggests that a Boserupian transition 
to more sustainable land use would have been more likely. 

Malthus and Boserup  

Lack of fertile land at home is a common reason for Dagara farmers to migrate to 
the Brong Ahafo Region. In the perception of many Dagara, the double advantage of 
out-migration is that migrants gain access to more fertile land in the destination area 
while at the same it reduces the pressure on land at home. Without migration, they 
believe, there would be more hunger and poverty in the home areas. This perception 
is rooted in the Malthusian notion of fixed technology and declining crop yields 
under increased population pressure. An important finding of the present research, 
however, is that the relation between population density and crop yields in Northern 
Ghana is non-linear. A U-shaped ‘Malthus-Boserup’ curve between population 
density and yields is discernible. Crop yields decline with increasing population 
density up to about one hundred inhabitants per square kilometre. After this 
population threshold farming systems in Northern Ghana undergo a transition to 
more intensive land use and higher yields. A cross-district analysis of Northern 
Ghana revealed that out-migration has the potential to remove the incentives for a 
transition to more intensive land use. This is most relevant for areas at the bottom of 
the Malthus-Boserup curve, which have medium to high population density and low 
crop yields. In such areas, the farming system needs to change in order for the land 
to sustain the people, but the migration option may seem more attractive, at least in 
short term, especially if support to farmers by governmental and non-governmental 
agencies is inadequate, and if market conditions are not conducive. This seems to be 
the case in the Nandom Area in Northwest Ghana where fieldwork for this research 
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was conducted. The Nandom Area has experienced profound changes in the field of 
education, healthcare, water provision, electricity, communication technology and 
non-farm income opportunities, especially in the last two decades, but the way 
people farm nowadays closely resembles the way their grandparents did. Out-
migration has not caused a collapse of local agriculture, nor a boost. Most of all, 
out-migration has allowed the farming system to ‘stand still’ or at least evolve very 
little.  

Despite large-scale out-migration, population density in the Nandom Area has 
increased over the past decades, resulting in higher pressure on land. In response to 
this pressure, households have adapted their livelihoods with piecemeal changes in 
the local farming system and through livelihood diversification. Farm households in 
Nandom try to offset poor and declining yields with non-farm income, seasonal 
migration and remittances. In the past few years some more profound changes in the 
local farming system are discernible, notably the increased adoption of animal 
traction, new crop varieties, dry season farming and tree planting. Relatively 
favourable market conditions and improved support from government agencies and 
NGOs seem to be driving forces behind these changes.  

In the design of this research, it was not primarily aimed to contribute to the 
Malthus-Boserup debate about population growth and land use sustainability. 
Rather, the objective was to use insights from this long-standing and rich body of 
literature to improve our understanding of migration, environment and development 
linkages in rural areas of developing countries. This was done by highlighting the 
importance of population density as an intervening variable. In doing so, a U-shaped 
Malthus-Boserup curve between population density and crop yields was discovered 
for Northern Ghana. With this finding the study contributes to a growing body of 
literature that challenges the pessimistic stance of Neo-Malthusianism with regard to 
population growth, agricultural productivity and resource sustainability. Within 
Northern Ghana, Malthusian tendencies and Boserupian processes co-exist. Their 
strength varies geographically according to population density, market conditions 
and institutional support to farmers. For policy makers in Ghana who aim to 
improve their interventions in the field of agriculture, markets, credit and infrastruc-
ture, it is vital to know where each operation area is situated in the Malthus-Boserup 
curve towards more intensive land use.  

The migration and development debate 

The impact of migration on development in migrant source areas has been studied 
intensively for many decades. Until about twenty to thirty years ago, these studies 
were heavily coloured by researchers’ position in the wider debate between 
modernization and dependencia theorists. Presently, pluralist views dominate and 
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much emphasis is placed on the development potential of remittances sent by 
migrants to their home areas. The present research can be regarded an exponent of 
the pluralist approach. It picks and chooses from earlier theories and insights – 
which each have some explanatory power – and a variety of methods and angles 
were used. The perspective alternates between local perceptions, a questionnaire 
survey and secondary data at a higher level of scale. Two contributions of this 
research to the migration and development debate stand out. The first contribution is 
a methodological one. The perception analysis presented in Chapter five showed 
that simply asking local people about the consequences of migration in their villages 
yields a fresh view on the matter with some insights that would not have surfaced 
using conventional methods. Second, through cross-fertilization with the Malthus-
Boserup debate, this study showed the importance of population density as an 
intervening variable in the migration-development nexus, at least in rural areas in 
developing countries where the majority of the people engage in farming. After 
recognizing the intervening role of population density, some of the causality 
problems which are common in migration-development studies, can be addressed 
more adequately.  

Some of the mixed findings in migration and development research result from 
the fact that different types of migration and different aspects of development are 
studied. This study looked at the impact of seasonal, long-term and return migration. 
With regard to development, the focus has primarily been on agriculture, which is 
the mainstay of the economy in the research area. An additional reason to 
concentrate on agricultural development is that farming is at the intersection of 
economy and environment. The perception analysis in Chapter five produced a 
much wider range of development outcomes of migration.  

The impact of out-migration on development in Nandom and Northern Ghana is 
analysed in the last three chapters of this dissertation. Chapter five looked at local 
perceptions of the consequences of seasonal, long-term and return migration in the 
Nandom Area in Northwest Ghana. This chapter yielded a very holistic view on the 
multiple impacts of migration in different realms of life and livelihood seen through 
the eyes of the home community. In Chapter six, the geographic focus was 
broadened to the whole of Northern Ghana and the thematic focus was narrowed 
down to the impact of out-migration on agricultural productivity. Borrowing insights 
from the Malthus-Boserup debate, this chapter identified a blind spot in the 
migration and development literature, namely the important role of population 
density as an important intervening variable. The regional analysis also served to 
better understand the situation in the local case study area. Finally, in Chapter seven, 
the geographic focus shifted back to the Nandom Area, but the thematic focus 
remained on agricultural development. In this chapter, household data were used to 
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explore the relation between different migration variables on the one hand and 
labour-led and capital-led intensification practices on the other.  

The findings from Chapter five and seven indicate that the development potential 
of migration has so far not materialized in the case of Nandom. Remittances from 
migrant relatives are primarily used for survival purposes and lack the critical mass 
to really make a difference. Few long-term migrants return with sufficient savings 
and skills to become agents of change. Seasonal migration is perceived to be the 
most beneficial migration type because of its contribution to food security. Seasonal 
migrants work on the household farm in the rainy season while they cater for their 
own food needs in the dry season. In individual cases, return migrants, seasonal 
migrants or migrant relatives contribute significantly to livelihoods in the Nandom 
Area, for example by purchasing a plough, building a house, investing in a trade or 
financing a relative’s education. However, the aggregate contribution of migration 
to development seems to be limited. A principal cause of the lack of migration-
induced development is poverty, both of migrants and their relatives at home. Only a 
minority of Dagara migrants attain the kind of increases in income that would enable 
them to make a substantial contribution to economic development in the Nandom 
Area. Income differences between Dagara migrants and their relatives at home are 
much smaller than for example in the case of Ghanaians who migrate to Europe. 
Moreover, because of the high incidence and depth of poverty in the Nandom Area, 
few recipients of remittances have the ‘room to manoeuvre’ to invest in long-term 
improvements of livelihoods. As concluded by Eenhoorn & Becx (2009), the poor in 
Northern Ghana face so many constraints to improving their economic situation that 
resolving one or two of these constraints is not sufficient.  

The perception analysis in Chapter five showed that many people in Nandom 
were quite ambivalent about the impact of long-term migration. They lamented the 
lack of support from migrant relatives, but they also indicated that in the absence of 
migration, pressure on farm land would have been much higher and this, they 
expected, would lead to hunger, misery and conflict. In their view, out-migration 
contributes to food security because it leaves more land to farm for those who stay 
behind. The findings from Chapter six, which looked at the relation between 
migration, population density and agricultural productivity in twenty-four districts in 
Northern Ghana, partly contest this perception. Less out-migration and stronger 
population growth would more likely have induced a timelier transition to more 
intensive land use and higher crop yields. On the other hand, the cross-district 
analysis also showed that given a certain population density, out-migration leads to 
increased agricultural output per capita through its positive effect on farm sizes. In 
other words, the effect of out-migration on food security is positive in the short 
term, but it diverts the attention away from structural changes in farming systems in 
the long term.  



 

 

219 

Concluding remark 

William I. Thomas, the main author of The Polish Peasant in Europe and America, 
which inspired the title of this dissertation, stated: “if men define situations as real, 
they are real in their consequences” (Thomas & Thomas 1928: 572). This so-called 
Thomas theorem seems to be particularly valid in the case of migration and lack of 
agricultural change in Nandom. Rural families in the Nandom Area primarily see 
out-migration of some of their members as a necessary response to population 
pressure and lack of fertile farmland. This long-term livelihood strategy seems to 
have had a negative side effect, namely that it has obscured the need for more 
radical changes in local livelihoods. Migration has allowed the Dagara farmer – at 
home and away – to continue the traditional style of farming, with hard work and 
low external input.  
 


