Special Section on Human/Environment Relationships

Globalization and the Environment:
Implications for Human Migration

Matthew R. Sanderson
Department of Sociology and Anthropology

Lehigh University
Bethlehem, PA1

Abstract

Migration is quickly becoming a salient feature of the
globalization of trade, investment, and production. One rela-
tively unexplored way of examining the relationship between
globalization and migration is to include the natural environ-
ment as a proximate explanation of migration within a glob-
al political-economic context. An analytical framework of
the relationship between globalization, the environment, and
migration is developed by synthesizing concepts derived from
the literatures related to the population-environment and
globalization-environment nexuses. This framework is then
applied to a case study of mineral production in Ghana,
which is used to demonstrate the utility of key components of
the analytical framework.

Keywords: globalization, migration, environment,
Ghana

Introduction

Migration is quickly becoming a salient feature of the
globalization of trade, investment, and production. Interna-
tional migrants numbered 191 million in 2005 (UN 2006), a
number equivalent to the sixth-most populous country in the
world (Martin et al. 2006). Indeed, there are more humans
living outside their countries of birth today than at any other
point in human history (UN 2004).

Two out of every three migrants originate in less-devel-
oped countries (UN 2006), and globalization is increasingly
posited as an explanation of such movements. The close re-
lationship between globalization and migration was noted by
Kofi Annan (the now-former Secretary-General of the United
Nations): “Over the past decade globalization has increased
the number of people with the desire and capacity to move to
other places” (Annan 2006, 963).

One relatively unexplored way of examining the rela-
tionship between globalization and migration is to include the
natural environment as a proximate explanation of migration
within a global political-economic context. In what follows,
an analytical framework of the relationship between global-

ization, the environment, and migration is developed. This
framework is then applied to a case study of mineral produc-
tion in Ghana, which is used to demonstrate the utility of key
components of the analytical framework.

The Environment and Migration

Much of the research into the population-environment
nexus has focused on the environment as an outcome of
human population-induced changes, the so-called “P-E”
studies (Lutz et al. 2002a; Lutz et al. 2002b). While they
have generated significant insights into the relationship be-
tween humans and the environment, P-E studies have gener-
ally neglected the reciprocal impact of the environment on
the population (E-P) (Suhrke 1994). Yet, the natural environ-
ment is often an important factor that affects populations
through demographic changes in growth rates (cf. Dasgupta
2000) and in age and sex structures (cf. Darkoh and Mbaiwa
2002; Godfrey 1990; Heinonen 2006; Kitula 2006; Lonergan
and Parnwell 1998).

The process linking the natural environment to migration
(E-P) is complex because the condition of the natural envi-
ronment is part of a general context in which migration deci-
sions are made by individuals. As a result, the relationship
between the environment and migration is rarely direct or
causal, but is instead often indirect or contextual in nature
(Lonergan and Parnwell 1998). The indirect form of the re-
lationship is reflected in current disputes over whether people
who move as a result of environmental degradation are “en-
vironmental migrants” or “environmental refugees” (Bates
2002; Hugo 1996; Kibreab 1994; O’Lear 1997; Ramlogan
1996; Suhrke 1994; Westing 1992).

Although the relationship is complex and often indirect,
it can be unraveled by examining the possible paths through
which the environment is related to migration. Two potential
paths will be briefly reviewed: land inequality and concentra-
tion, and income or subsistence risk. It should be noted, how-
ever, that it is often difficult to determine the direction of
causality among these relationships (Marquette and Bilsbor-
row 1998). For example, environmental degradation may
cause risks to income or subsistence, which may beget out-
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migration, which can beget further environmental degrada-
tion in a “cascade effect” or self-perpetuating cycle (Charn-
ley 1997). Alternatively, risks to income or subsistence may
cause environmental degradation, which in turn generates
out-migration and further environmental degradation in other
locales (Marquette and Bilsborrow 1998). Thus, rather than
attempting to attribute causality in one particular direction,
the purpose here is to describe the sorts of generalized social
contexts that may make migration more likely.

Social contexts characterized by pronounced inequalities
in the distributions of land often experience various forms of
environmental degradation (Boyce 1994). Highly concen-
trated land holdings reduce the amount of arable or produc-
tive land available for subsistence production, compelling
landless inhabitants to work more marginal lands (Bilsborrow
2002). Once on more marginal land, a vicious circle begins,
as inhabitants quickly degrade these areas, subjecting them
again to decreased subsistence or income levels, and com-
pelling them to move on again in search of less-degraded land
(Tole 2004). As landholdings become increasingly concen-
trated, the cycle encompasses larger segments of the dispos-
sessed population (de Janvry et al. 1989).

Environmental deterioration may therefore increase the
risk to subsistence and income at either or both the household
and community levels (Bilsborrow 1992). At the household
level, deforestation and soil erosion decrease the amount and
quality of land available for production, generating the need
to migrate to maintain the household’s standard of living
(Bilsborrow 2002). At the community level, environmental
degradation can promote migration through a decrease in the
demand for labor in agricultural production (Bilsborrow
2002; Lonergan and Parnwell 1998). As in the case of land
inequality and degradation, migration becomes associated in
a positive feedback loop with environmental degradation and
increased risk to either income or subsistence, as people
move from place to place in search of more reliable forms of
subsistence or income.

The process through which environmental deterioration
can generate migration often unfolds over time in a cumula-
tive, gradual manner (Suhrke 1994). This is particularly the
case when environmental deterioration is caused by anthro-
pogenic over-exploitation of natural resources (Bates 2002).
The time lag involved between environmental degradation
and the initiation of out-migration is a complicating factor in
the relationship between the environment and population
(Lonergan and Parnwell 1998). For example, it may be years
before deforestation leads to soil deterioration to the extent
that it can no longer be used to support inhabitants. During
this time span, a number of important mediating factors can
enter the relationship, including land concentration, income
and subsistence risk, and conflict.

Despite the time lag, gradual environmental deteriora-
tion has very real consequences for those living in its midst:
“Deforestation is a visible process that impresses itself upon
the local people in very concrete terms. Every year they ex-
perience diminishing returns: There is a longer walk to the
forests edge, and less wood to collect” (Suhrke 1994, 485).
Thus, a long-term perspective is often necessary in order for
the impact of the natural environment on population to be-
come manifest.

Globalization, the Environment, and
Migration: An Analytical Framework

The relationship between the natural environment and
human population exists within a global political-economic
context that is characterized by uneven development across
regions or zones of an international division of labor (Chase-
Dunn 1998; Wallerstein 1974). The globalization of trade,
production, and investment has been central both in creating
and in maintaining the macro-structures of the global politi-
cal-economic context (Arrighi 1994; Chase-Dunn et al.
2000).

This larger global social context “sets the rules of the
game for household responses to population pressures and
environmental degradation” to the extent that “household be-
havior regarding migration and environmental degradation
must be linked to larger forces such as markets” (Bilsborrow
2002, 80,83). Yet, the impacts of the global political-eco-
nomic context on the environment-population nexus have not
been thoroughly investigated:

The international dimensions of this relationship
(between environment and population movements)
have been neglected...this dimension is of increas-
ing scale and significance in concert with the ac-
celerating pace of globalization processes... In a
context where global environmental stress and
degradation have accelerated and unprecedented
numbers of the world’s population are seeing mi-
gration as an option, the need for research in this
area is considerable (Hugo 1996, 105).

A growing literature, however, examines the effects of
globalization on the natural environment. Many LDCs have
acquired large amounts of foreign debt in an attempt to facil-
itate economic development and raise living standards. In
order to generate the foreign exchange necessary to retire the
debt, these LDCs have attracted foreign direct investment
(FDI) in large-scale, resource-extractive industries such as
mining and export agriculture. Large influxes of FDI often
provide the scale of operations necessary to expand econom-
ic production and trade and therefore generate significant
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amounts of foreign exchange. However, the scale of these
operations has also exacerbated environmental degradation in
many LDCs. Indeed, a number of cross-national, quantitative
studies have found that the globalization of trade, investment,
and production contributes to various forms of environmental
degradation in LDCs, including deforestation (Burns et al.
1994; Inman 1993; Jorgenson 2006c; Kick et al. 1996),
greenhouse gas emissions (Burns et al. 1997; Grimes and
Kentor 2003; Jorgenson 2006a; Kentor and Grimes 2006;
Roberts et al. 2006; York and Rosa 2006), and organic water
pollution (Jorgenson 2004; Jorgenson 2006b).

Similar research has investigated the exogenous effects
of globalization and the environment on various aspects of
population in LDCs, including the prevalence of infant mor-
tality (Burns et al. 2003; Jorgenson 2004; Jorgenson and
Burns 2004; Wimberley 1990), and over-urbanization
through rural-urban migration (Shandra et al. 2003). Depen-
dence on foreign trade and foreign capital is argued to siphon
away to foreign countries the resources that could otherwise
be used to improve human development in LDCs (Wimberley
1990; 1991; Wimberley and Bello 1992). The effects of glob-
alization and environmental degradation on population out-
comes are often mediated by domestic or internal factors,
particularly the level of economic development (Burns et al.
2003), which has been shown to be partially the result of a
country’s position in the international division of labor (Ken-
tor 2000).

While cross-national research has examined the effects
of globalization on the environment, and on various popula-
tion-related outcomes, research into the relationship between
globalization and migration is much more scarce (Portes
1997). However, there has been some theorization of the
processes through which globalization and migration are as-
sociated. Sassen (1988; 1998; 2001) contends that the in-
crease in the penetration of FDI from developed countries
into LDCs is associated with the consistent increase in the
emigration from LDCs. FDI in export agriculture and export
manufacturing in LDCs creates a generalized context where-
by migration becomes more likely over time. This context
consists of two related processes: the mobilization of subsis-
tence workers into wage laborers and the disruption of tradi-
tional work structures (Sassen 1988).

The mobilization of the population can occur both di-
rectly through the incorporation of inhabitants as wage labor-
ers on export agriculture farms or in export manufacturing
plants, and indirectly by generating rural-urban migration
where migrants either find employment or become part of the
urban surplus population (Sassen 1988). International mi-
grants are often self-selected from among the more upwardly
mobile segments of the population in LDCs (Massey et al.
2005). The employment generated by FDI, at least initially,

often includes wages above the average level (Sauvant et al.
1993) and can increase skill levels, both of which may facil-
itate future migrations by increasing human capital levels and
providing the means with which mobility can occur (UNC-
TAD 1996).

Mobilization may contribute to the disruption of tradi-
tional household work structures to the extent that male mi-
grants are compelled to leave the household in search of work
for longer durations, or females are incorporated as wage la-
borers (Sassen 1988). In the former case, women are left to
tend to the household, the animals, and the land for increas-
ingly long spans of time (Bilsborrow 1992). Over time, this
arrangement can become untenable, particularly given the
lack of wage work necessary to support the household in
rural areas of less-developed countries (Sassen-Koob 1984).
In the latter case, women migrate to urban areas in search of
work in export manufacturing plants, the informal sector, as
domestic workers, or as sex workers (Ehrenreich and
Hochschild 2004). Regardless of the type of work taken,
however, this “feminization of the work force” has a disrup-
tive effect on traditional household work structures through
the incorporation of new segments of the population into
wage work (Sassen 1988, 107).

The generalized context involving mobilization and dis-
ruption is “highly mediated,” but the role of globalization in
generating international migration is clear: “In an ‘isolated’
country, that is one lacking extensive direct foreign invest-
ment, emigration would be quite unlikely to emerge as an op-
tion” (Sassen 1988, 20).

As was discussed earlier, however, globalization can
also impact the other end of the population-environment
nexus through its effects on the natural environment. The
role of environmental degradation in generating population
movements can be viewed as a significant mobilizing and
disrupting factor behind migration in LDCs. By supplement-
ing the analytical framework linking globalization and mi-
gration with insights into the relationship between globaliza-
tion and the environment, a more comprehensive, macro-
structural explanation is offered of migration in LDCs.

This analytical synthesis of globalization, the environ-
ment, and migration is used to examine the development of
mineral production in Ghana between 1983 and 2000. Ghana
is examined as a case study because it is widely considered
an exemplar of the sorts of structural economic and political
changes desired by the World Bank and IMF as part of struc-
tural adjustment, or austerity, programs (Leechor 1994).
Thus, examining Ghana is a relatively conservative applica-
tion of the analytical framework to an historical case. If glob-
alization is associated with environmental degradation and
population movements in Ghana, where structural adjustment
is contended to have produced the desired economic out-
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comes, then it is likely related to similar changes elsewhere
in less-prosperous countries in the developing world. It
should be noted, however, that no attempt is made to gener-
alize from the discussion of Ghana to other countries.

Mineral Production in Ghana, 1983-2000

Globalization and the Environment in Ghana

Ghana is a country of approximately 20 million people
located on the West coast of Africa along the Gulf of Guinea.
The population lives within a bounded land area that is
roughly equivalent to the size of the state of Oregon. The cli-
mate is tropical, but annual rainfall decreases in the northern
latitudes, where dense forest cover and mountainous terrain
yields to drier open savannahs (FAO 2001).

Originally founded as the “Gold Coast,” Ghana achieved
formal independence from Britain in 1957. The history of
Ghana is in many senses a history of integration into the
macro-structures of the global political-economic context
(Donkor 2005). Economic, political, environmental, and so-
cial conditions in post-independence Ghana have been char-
acterized by the vagaries of this integration.

These conditions were exacerbated with the implemen-
tation of a structural adjustment program (SAP), known as
the Economic Recovery Program (ERP), supported by the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank in 1983.
After continuous declines in output across almost all sectors
of the economy, decreases in gross capital formation, public
saving, government revenue, and real wages throughout the
1960s and 1970s (Addy 1998), the ERP was designed pri-
marily to increase economic output through privatization of
state-controlled industries, which involved creating an attrac-
tive business environment for FDI (Hilson 2004).

Given the extent of relatively unexploited mineral re-
serves (Afriyie 1998), the mining sector of the economy was
targeted as the centerpiece of these reforms (Aryee 2001).
Since 1983, growth in FDI in the mining sector has been
rapid and sustained, totaling an estimated $4 billion as of
1999 (Aryee 2001). By 1996, four firms—Ashanti Goldfield,
Teberebie Goldfields, Ghana Australian Goldfields, and Gen-
cor—controlled approximately 80% of mineral production in
Ghana (Hilson 2004). The influx of foreign capital spurred
economic growth, which averaged between 5 and 6% per
annum between 1984 and 1992, and has averaged between 2
and 4% per annum since 1992 (Konadu-Agyemang 2000).
Economic growth has allowed mineral production to surpass
cocoa production as the nation’s largest source of foreign ex-
change, which is significant in light of the debt incurred by
the state as a result of the SAP (Awudi 2002; Boocock 2002).
The “success” of the ERP has prompted the World Bank to
label Ghana the “star pupil” of structural adjustment pro-

grams (Grant and Nijman 2004).

Through the ERP, globalization has entailed the integra-
tion of Ghana into global circuits of finance, trade, and pro-
duction. While economic growth has ensued, globalization
has had deleterious effects on both the environment and on
the population of Ghana (Hilson and Yakovleva 2007). Mi-
gration has been a common outcome associated with in-
creased land concentration and increased income and subsis-
tence risk.

While mineral production occurs in areas throughout
Ghana, it is concentrated primarily in the Wassa West and
Ashanti districts in the southwestern portion of the country.
The influx of FDI into the mining sector has substantially in-
creased the production of minerals, particularly gold, in the
region (Akabzaa 2000). The expansion of gold production
has been directly and indirectly associated with a variety of
forms of ecological degradation in the area (Hilson and
Yakovleva 2007).

Many of the large-scale, foreign-financed firms in the re-
gion employ an open-pit method of mining that is used in
combination with cyanide heap-leach processing to extract
ore from rock (Akabzaa 2000). Open-pit, or surface mining,
involves clearing the land of all surface vegetation in order to
access ore located close to the surface (UNEP 2000). The ex-
tracted rock-ore amalgam is then processed using cyanide, a
highly toxic chemical, to separate or “leach” the ore from the
rock (UNEP 2000). This method of mineral production com-
bined with the expanded scale of production operations al-
lowed by FDI has lead directly to deforestation, soil erosion,
groundwater contamination, and siltation and sedimentation
of waterways in large portions of the Western region of
Ghana (Hens and Boon 1999; Hilson and Yakovleva 2007).

The expansion of large-scale mineral production has
also contributed to environmental degradation indirectly by
increasing the prevalence of small-scale, informal, artisanal
mining. Land appropriations for large-scale mining have
concentrated land holdings, effectively removing the means
of subsistence and income for many rural households and in-
creasing the risk to subsistence and income. Approximately
70% of the land in Western Ghana (Britwum et al. 2001), and
13% of the entire country (Hilson et al. 2007), has been con-
ceded, or leased, to foreign-owned operations. Between 1990
and 1998 alone, land appropriations for surface mining dis-
placed an estimated 30,000 persons from 14 communities in
the Western region of Ghana (Akabzaa 2000). Without the
means to produce either an adequate income or subsistence,
many inhabitants have undertaken informal mining activities.

The expansion of artisanal mining, which often involves
rudimentary tools and the use of mercury to extract ore, has
further exacerbated the rate of deforestation and water conta-
mination levels in Western Ghana. Indeed, small-scale min-
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ing has become the new “subsistence industry,” involving an
estimated 200,000 Ghanaians (Banchirigah 2006) and repre-
senting 10% of all mining production in Ghana (Hilson et al.
2007). In addition to large-scale mines, artisanal miners have
destroyed thousands of acres of agricultural lands, leaving
behind “moonlike landscapes consisting of unstable piles of
waste, abandoned excavations, and vast stretches of barren
land... (that are) virtually incapable of supporting plant
growth in addition to being exposed to erosion” (Aryee et al.
2003, 135).

Artisanal miners’ use of mercury and other toxic chemi-
cals to extract gold has exacerbated the conditions that pro-
duce both environmental degradation and widespread pover-
ty (Hilson and Pardie 2006). Mercury and arsenic contami-
nation from small-scale mining has contaminated fish sup-
plies and groundwater stocks in villages throughout Western
Ghana (Amonoo-Neizer et al. 1996; Asante et al. 2007; Babut
et al. 2003; Bonzongo et al. 2003; Donkor et al. 2006; Hilson
et al. 2007; Serfor-Armah et al. 2004). Unable to derive ad-
equate levels of subsistence from the surrounding environ-
ments, inhabitants often increase artisanal mining activities
to raise income to support household subsistence levels. Ar-
tisanal mining, however, often inserts miners into a “mer-
cury-poverty trap” (Hilson and Pardie 2006). Artisanal min-
ers are often subject to monopolistic markets for mercury
supplies and monopsonistic markets for gold, which means
that artisanal miners face high prices for the mercury needed
to extract gold and low prices for the gold they sell. Caught
in between these two markets, artisanal miners face declining
earnings from artisanal mining, which in turn creates an in-
centive to further increase the scale of mining activities, mer-
cury use, environmental degradation, and poverty (Hilson
and Pardie 2006).

Globalization, the Environment, and Migration in
Ghana

While globalization has been associated with various
forms of environmental degradation in Ghana, it has also
been associated with increased levels of migration in and out
of the country. Ghana is clearly attracting international mi-
grants: between 1985 and 2000, net migration averaged
41,000 per annum in Ghana (World Bank 2006). Net migra-
tion figures, however, conceal the fact that Ghana is also
shedding large numbers of its citizens. By the mid-1990s, an
estimated 2-4 million Ghanaians, 10-20% of the population,
were living in other countries (Bump 2006). The level of in-
ternational migration from Ghana is significant enough to
warrant being labeled a “large-scale exodus” (Peil 1995,
346). Indeed, economic and political reforms associated with
globalization have created a “new diaspora of Ghanaians
searching for opportunities elsewhere” (Bump 2006, 1).

Globalization exacerbates both the frequency and scale
of these movements in Western Ghana through its effects on
the natural environment, discussed above, and by mobilizing
segments of the population and disrupting traditional work
structures. Increasingly larger segments of the population
have been mobilized both directly as wage labor and indi-
rectly through rural-urban migration. FDI in the mining sec-
tor has certainly generated formal employment on large-scale
mining sites (Addy 1998). Employment on foreign-owned
sites involves higher wage levels and the possibility of attain-
ing job skills that develop human capital (Addy 1998). High-
er wage levels and the acquisition of job skills have allowed
the accumulation of financial resources and human capital
necessary to successfully migrate to urban areas or emigrate
abroad. Further acquisition of financial and human capital in
urban areas has in turn promoted emigration abroad, exacer-
bating the “brain drain” problem that has plagued Ghana in
recent years (Bump 2006; Peil 1995).

Formal employment in the large-scale mining sites, how-
ever, has not been extensive. Indirect forms of mobilization
such as the increase in artisanal mining and poverty-driven
rural-urban migration are much more common results of
globalization. While an estimated 200,000 are employed in
informal artisanal mining (Banchirigah 2006), large-scale
foreign-financed operations only employ approximately
14,000 (Hilson and Nyame 2006). Although it has become
a survival strategy for many, the meager income generated
from artisanal mining is by its very nature dependent upon
the quality of the natural environment. Thus, over time, the
environmental degradation associated with artisanal mining
has promoted larger poverty-driven migration streams from
rural Western Ghana, as it has become more difficult for
small-scale producers to maintain income and subsistence
levels (Akabzaa 2000).

The growth of the urban population makes clear that
rural-urban migration in Ghana has been significant since the
ERP was instituted in 1983. Accra—the capital—received
the largest share of migrants, increasing 129% in size be-
tween 1984 and 2000 (Yeboah 2003). Most notably, much of
the population growth has occurred in peri-urban areas of
Accra where squatter-type settlements have become increas-
ingly common since the ERP. The growth of peri-urban set-
tlements has made Accra into a sprawling urban area, cover-
ing some 200 square miles (Yeboah 2000).

Urbanization further contributes to the vicious cycle of
environmental degradation, poverty, and migration in Ghana
in two respects. On the one hand, urbanization has been as-
sociated with increased disparities between rural and urban
areas in health, education, basic services, and infrastructure,
which has in turn exacerbated rural-urban migration in Ghana
(Konadu-Agyemang 2000). By increasing the size of the
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population in urban areas, migrants increase the demand on
rural areas for agricultural products, which increases land and
soil degradation in rural Ghana and contributes to further
city-bound migration. For example, a survey of 200 people
in three rural communities in southern Ghana found that
while 45% of the population could not adequately feed them-
selves, 90% of the products in rural markets in this area were
“destined for urban settlements, including Accra” (Gyasi et
al. 1995, 363).

On the other hand, however, urban-rural migration
streams have become more prevalent, as urban labor markets
have been unable to absorb the rapid influx of migrants (Arn
1996; Arthur 1991). This is particularly evident not only in
the dramatic increase in informal, small-scale mining, but
also in the changing socioeconomic composition of small-
scale miners. While informal mining used to be character-
ized solely as a “poverty-driven” activity (Aryee et al. 2003)
carried out primarily by unskilled persons, it is increasingly
absorbing semi-skilled and skilled persons who have migrat-
ed from urban areas in search of work. These new urban-
rural migration streams are related to the ERP, which re-
quired the curtailment of state spending on social welfare and
development programs:

The inability of Ghana’s rapidly shrinking public
and manufacturing sectors to provide new high
school graduates with employment has made arti-
sanal gold mining increasingly important in the do-
mestic labor market...a declining standard of living
has not only attracted recent school graduates, but
has also persuaded a wide range of former profes-
sionals, semi-skilled laborers, and retrenched large-
scale mine workers to relocate to the many rural
reaches of the country where artisanal gold mining
can be readily carried out (Hilson and Potter 2005,
111, 113).

Urban-rural migrations have further exacerbated envi-
ronmental degradation in rural areas. An expanding popula-
tion has increased the demand on soils and intensified defor-
estation as inhabitants have cleared forest land for fuelwood
and shelter (Akabzaa 2000). Growing numbers engaged in
artisanal mining have further contributed to a worsening sit-
uation by clearing more land and contaminating more
groundwater sources with high levels of mercury and other
toxic chemicals.

The mobilization of the population has included women,
which has disrupted traditional work structures in Western
Ghana. The mobilization of women is evident in the in-
creased involvement of women in artisanal mining and mine
service work. As men have migrated in larger numbers to
search for employment in urban areas, women have assumed

a larger responsibility for generating income for the house-
hold. Increasing numbers of women are found working in ar-
tisanal mining sites (Heemskerk 2003). Surveys of commu-
nities in southwestern Ghana indicated that approximately
50% of small-scale miners were women (Yakovleva 2007).
Women are also increasingly involved in providing services
around mining sites, including serving as cooks, merchants,
nightclub entertainers, and sex workers (Heemskerk 2003).
Prostitution has become quite common: 70% of those sur-
veyed in the Wassa West region reported an increase in pros-
titution in the community (Akabzaa 2000).

The mobilization of women has disrupted traditional
work structures. In some cases, work roles have been com-
pletely reversed, as women go to work at mine sites while
men tend the land for the household (Yakovleva 2007). The
increased involvement of women outside the household has
often had detrimental consequences for marriages: “...inter-
viewees have said that some of the women who joined galam-
sey (informal mining work) have started to divorce their hus-
bands and the number of divorces is on the rise” (Yakovleva
20006, 19). Indeed, larger numbers of women are living alone
in Ghanaian cities, and when women have achieved educa-
tion levels beyond the primary level, they emigrate from
Ghana in numbers equivalent to men (Peil 1995).

The process of mobilization and disruption in Ghana
may unfold gradually over time, particularly when environ-
mental degradation is a significant contributing factor. The
lagged effect of environmental change on migration patterns
is evidenced by the case of logging in southern Ghana. While
not directly associated with mineral production in this case,
logging and surface mining exert similar effects on the natur-
al environment (UNEP 2000), and can therefore be expected
to have similar effects on migration patterns.

Surveys of three communities in central-western Ghana
found that environmental deterioration associated with log-
ging operations generated out-migration over a 35 year peri-
od (Carr 2005). Logging had gradually deforested and de-
graded the soils surrounding the communities, reducing crop
yields year after year. The off-farm employment (OFE) gen-
erated by logging, however, provided income at a level that
was usually sufficient to offset declining agricultural output.

Decreases in world timber prices in the mid-1960s
caused the collapse of logging operations in the area (cf. Carr
2002). Without the OFE, inhabitants attempted to increase
the intensity of production to raise household income, but
logging had degraded the soils to the extent that crop yields
could not be sufficiently increased. Subsequent out-migra-
tions from the community occurred gradually over time, and
were often directed toward peri-urban settlements: between
1970 and 1980, 35 households (33% of the population) emi-
grated; 17 more households (16%) emigrated between 1980
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and 1990; and another 17 households (16%) emigrated in the
early 1990s (Carr 2005).

The lagged migratory response indicates that the rela-
tionship between environmental degradation and migration
was mediated by the structure and composition of households
(Carr 2005), which made collective decisions about resource
allocation (Stark 1991). Out-migration from these communi-
ties also makes clear the importance of the global political-
economic context for the environment-migration relationship,
as gradual environmental degradation engendered migration
only in the context of declining world prices for timber.

Conclusion

The globalization of trade, investment, and production
has integrated more of the world’s population and natural re-
sources into a single, global political-economic context.
There is growing awareness of the importance of globaliza-
tion for understanding international migration flows (cf.
Annan 2006; Sheikha Haya Rashed Al Khalifa 2006) and en-
vironmental degradation (cf. Jorgenson and Kick 2006) in the
contemporary world. Previous studies of the population-en-
vironment nexus, however, have neglected the global politi-
cal-economic context in which this relationship exists. Sim-
ilarly, studies of the relationship between globalization and
the environment have not thoroughly considered how this re-
lationship impacts populations through migration. Thus, the
specific mechanisms through which integration into the glob-
al context may generate environmental degradation and mi-
gration flows have remained relatively unexplored.

Using the case of Ghana, the purpose here has been to
elucidate these processes. Financed largely by foreign debt
and large influxes of FDI, the IMF and World Bank-inspired
structural adjustment plan in 1983 brought the resources and
population of Ghana into much closer contact with global cir-
cuits of trade, investment, and production through the expan-
sion of mineral production. Incorporation into the global po-
litical-economic context has disrupted and mobilized large
segments of the population, including women, by concentrat-
ing landholdings, increasing risks to income and subsistence,
and degrading the natural environment. The resulting migra-
tions between rural and urban areas and the dramatic increase
in artisanal mining have been both a cause and a consequence
of environmental degradation, which in turn has exacerbated
the prevalence of migration in a vicious cycle.

The complex interactions between the natural environ-
ment and migration in the context of globalization are cer-
tainly contingent upon local social contexts and conditions.
However, given the trends toward increasing resource degra-
dation and increasing migration streams in LDCs, an under-
standing of how the global political-economic context condi-

tions these factors will only become more important as glob-
alization deepens the integration of peoples and natural re-
sources into a single shared space.
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