
Executive Summary

Climate change is reshaping global migration dy-
namics, particularly in low- and middle-income 
countries that face some of its harshest impacts and 
that have the fewest resources to prepare and adapt. 
Many of these countries also welcome back signifi-
cant numbers of returning migrants, who often set-
tle in areas affected by disasters and environmental 
degradation. Thus, the reintegration challenges re-
turnees typically face—including finding work and 
housing—are compounded in areas where slow- 
and rapid-onset climate events are negatively affect-
ing livelihoods, the housing supply, and community 
dynamics. These factors can undermine migrants’ 
ability to re-establish themselves after return and 
have driven some policymakers and practitioners to 
explore “green” approaches to providing reintegra-
tion assistance that are responsive to environmental 
and climate considerations.

So far, only a few such initiatives have been rolled 
out, and they have typically been small in scale. 
These include community-based projects to build 
climate-resilient infrastructure and support entre-
preneurship in green sectors such as solar energy 
and waste management. A major obstacle to the 
expansion of this work is the limited interest and 
funding such approaches have received from donors 
that often prioritize other aspects of reintegration 
assistance, including boosting the number of return-

ees that programs serve and investing in protection 
for vulnerable groups. On an operational level, green 
pilot projects have also faced challenges related to 
their narrow focus on economic reintegration, lim-
ited in-house technical expertise on climate issues, 
and gender dynamics in communities of return (e.g., 
biases that may disadvantage women entrepreneurs 
in green sectors).

There are, however, a number of strategies policy-
makers and practitioners can use to make reintegra-
tion assistance more responsive to climate change. 
Potential pathways involve expanding the goals of 
green reintegration projects beyond their current 
livelihoods focus to also address issues such as the 
need for safe housing and psychosocial support, and 
raising awareness among people in communities of 
return about climate change and ways to mitigate 
its impacts. Forming new alliances with climate-fo-
cused actors will be vital to overcome limitations in 
funding and capacity. Finally, building understand-
ing of when and how green practices work and tai-
loring green reintegration initiatives to specific local 
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contexts are essential to the development of effec-
tive programs and to earning the trust of returnees 
and the broader communities in which they live.

1	 Introduction 

While the effects of climate change are being seen 
the world over, low- and middle-income countries 
are often the most affected. Climate events and 
slow-onset changes can sometimes trap people in 
place, unable to meet their basic needs and access 
livelihoods,1 and in other cases drive people to leave 
their homes and move either within their country or 
internationally.2 When migration is planned for and 
managed, it can help communities adapt to climate 
change and avoid its worst impacts.3 Yet climate-re-
lated movements often happen suddenly, leading to 
mass displacement and increasing the vulnerability 
of affected populations.  

Migrants returning to countries affected by climate 
change and environmental degradation can face 
heightened challenges as they settle. Some may not 
be able to return to the communities where they 
once lived due to climate disasters or slow-onset 
events that have made them uninhabitable.4 Others 
may be able to return but find fewer economic op-
portunities, especially in rural areas where droughts 
and other climate impacts constrain livelihoods.5 
This can become a source of tension within com-
munities, especially in regions where residents 
must compete for limited resources.6 In some urban 
environments, meanwhile, inhabitable areas are 
shrinking, more neighborhoods are at risk of natural 
disasters, and returnees may find it hard to access 
safe housing. Returning migrants may also struggle 
with the realization that the place they once lived is 
experiencing fires, droughts, or other disasters and 
will never look the same again.7 Altogether, these 
dynamics can increase pressure on communities, 
jeopardize migrants’ reintegration, and even drive 

some to migrate again, sometimes irregularly for 
lack of access to legal channels.8

Around the world, these realities are driving some 
policymakers and practitioners involved in providing 
reintegration assistance to returning migrants (often 
termed “reintegration partners”) to think about how 
to respond to climate change’s impacts on return-
ees, including through “green” reintegration pro-
grams.9 A few pilot initiatives have been launched 
recently in sub-Saharan Africa, driven in part by the 
rationale that reintegration assistance can contrib-
ute to climate change adaptation and mitigation 
efforts. These programs have involved vocational 
training for roles in the green economy and efforts 
to make local infrastructure more climate resilient, 
for example.10

The newness of this policy area has, however, posed 
challenges for efforts to move toward greener re-
integration programming. There is limited empir-
ical research on how reintegration processes and 
climate change impacts overlap. There are also no 
clear guidelines on what green reintegration looks 
like. Besides, incorporating climate considerations 
into reintegration programming can be (or at least 
appear to be) an added layer of complexity with-
in an already complex task. This brief provides an 
overview of what approaches to green reintegration 
have been used to date, what obstacles projects 
have faced, and how interested policymakers and 
practitioners can build a case for reintegration pro-
gramming that responds to the challenges posed by 
climate change.  

These programs have involved 
vocational training for roles in 
the green economy and efforts to 
make local infrastructure more 
climate resilient.
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2	 Current Practices

Green approaches to providing reintegration as-
sistance have their roots in the growing acknowl-
edgment among policymakers in both destination 
and origin countries that migrants returning to 
areas affected by climate change face obstacles to 
sustainable reintegration that go beyond those en-
countered by returnees elsewhere. In Senegal, for 
instance, Casamance and Kolda are two regions of 
migrant departure and return where climate change 
has negatively affected access to water and local 
biodiversity.11 This has harmed agricultural produc-
tion for returnees and their communities, leading 
some to consider moving or moving again.12 So far, 
however, only a few reintegration programs have 
piloted projects to help returnees and their commu-
nities adapt to changing conditions such as these.

The two most common approaches to green rein-
tegration consist of funding community-based ac-
tions to develop climate-resilient infrastructure and 
promoting green livelihoods opportunities. This first 
approach usually entails small, one-off community 
projects. Reintegration partners may implement 
cash-for-work and short-term employment projects 
to engage returnees—and in some cases, other local 
residents as well—in building infrastructure such 
as flood-resistant buildings or better waste man-
agement systems. In Côte d’Ivoire, for instance, the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) part-
nered with the nongovernmental organization CARE 
to improve city cleaning and waste management,13 
resulting in 200 returnees and community members 
being hired in 2019 to help with garbage collection 
in the city of Daloa.

The second, livelihoods-focused approach has taken 
different forms in rural and urban settings. The pri-
ority in rural areas has been promoting sustainable 
agriculture practices. In Casamance and Kolda, IOM 
partnered with the local nongovernmental organiza-

tion Trees for the Future to fund community-based 
actions to equip 30 returnees and other community 
members with the skills to launch agroforestry busi-
nesses.14 The initiative, which began in 2018, only 
lasted a year and was discontinued when the pilot 
ended for lack of funding to continue operations—a 
common challenge in the reintegration field. While 
it benefited a very small group of people, it still 
opened new opportunities and promoted ecolog-
ical practices in the areas where it took place, and 
demonstrated the potential of such approaches.15 

In urban centers, some reintegration programs have 
aimed to boost entrepreneurship in green sectors.16 
For example, in 2022, the German development 
agency (Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit, or GIZ) ran a four-week training 
course for returnees and other community members 
in Nigeria, in which participants learned about solar 
panel installation and repair, among other things.17 
Trainees were then encouraged to launch their own 
businesses in the solar sector, with support provided 
by GIZ for up to six months.18 Similarly, in Senegal, 
the French Office for Immigration and Integration 
(OFII) provided direct support and a business grant 
to five migrants who were returning from France and 
interested in opening a green business in the hor-
ticulture and waste management sectors. OFII has 
also observed a growing interest among returnees 
more broadly in such assistance, due to changing 
conditions in Senegal (notably, inflation) and grow-
ing awareness of climate change.19 

While reintegration programs usually lack adequate 
monitoring mechanisms,20 all of the partners in-
volved in these examples of green projects have 
invested resources in documenting best practices 
and lessons learned. IOM, for instance, has produced 
a range of research and learning products on how 
to mainstream environmental concerns into reinte-
gration assistance.21 GIZ has set up a working group 
on climate and migration (as part of its broader Mi-
gration for Development initiative) and analyzed the 



MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE   |   4 MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE   |   5

GREEN REINTEGRATION: SUPPORTING RETURNING MIGRANTS IN CLIMATE-AFFECTED COMMUNITIES GREEN REINTEGRATION: SUPPORTING RETURNING MIGRANTS IN CLIMATE-AFFECTED COMMUNITIES

main challenges and lessons from its pilot project 
in Nigeria.22 And as of July 2023, OFII was working 
on an analysis of what its project in Senegal has 
achieved and how this information could be shared 
with other reintegration partners in the country.23 
However, this budding knowledge base is not fully 
public, with many analyses taking the form of inter-
nal documents, and reintegration partners have not 
systematically come together to discuss how they 
could advance green programming within the field.

3	 Barriers to Green 
Reintegration  

Despite the growing need among returnees and 
their communities for climate-responsive assistance, 
the number of green reintegration projects has 
thus far remained limited, most only benefit a small 
group of people, and few have the means to scale 
up their operations. This is primarily due to a lack of 
interest among the donors that fund reintegration 
programs.24 The European Commission and many 
European countries, for example, have invested in 
creating and expanding reintegration assistance 
programs over the past decade, leading to improve-
ments in how these programs address returnees’ 
social and psychosocial needs and protection con-
cerns. However, reintegration support still remains 
insufficient compared to the scale of need for it, and 
many donors view working toward greener practic-
es as an add-on rather than a strategic priority, and 
one they do not have budget for.

On a technical level, green reintegration pilot proj-
ects have faced three main challenges. First, green 
projects have largely focused on the economic re-
integration of returnees and failed to address other 
ways climate change may affect returning migrants. 
Its social impacts can include difficulty accessing 
housing, such as in areas threatened by rising sea 
levels.25 Climate change can also put returnees and 

their communities at heightened health risks result-
ing from heat and other hazardous conditions, while 
taking a psychosocial toll on those who experience 
anxiety and depression associated with witnessing 
environmental degradation.26 These are not an-
ecdotal accounts. Research has repeatedly shown 
how returnees’ access to safe housing and care for 
physical and mental health conditions are critical to 
successful reintegration.27

A second challenge is that green projects often 
require specialized expertise that traditional reinte-
gration partners do not poses. The need for external 
support to deliver on a green agenda makes such 
projects more complicated and resource-intensive 
to manage than traditional assisted voluntary return 
and reintegration (AVRR) programming. OFII Sene-
gal, for example, did not have the in-house expertise 
to mentor the five returnees granted green business 
support and instead relied on a consultant for the 
duration of the pilot. This technical gap also helps 
explain why green projects tend to have a limited 
number of beneficiaries. The IOM has been able to 
develop more expertise in this area, with a unit dedi-
cated to the climate-migration nexus,28 but this sup-
port does not exist within all IOM teams managing 
AVRR programs around the globe.

In this context, opportunities to connect and create 
synergy between climate-related development pro-
grams and reintegration assistance are often missed. 
In Senegal, for instance, many donors support initia-
tives in the areas of climate change mitigation and 

Reintegration support still remains 
insufficient compared to the scale of 
need for it, and many donors view 
working toward greener practices 
as an add-on rather than a strategic 
priority, and one they do not have 
budget for.
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adaptation,29 but those projects generally do not in-
clude returning migrants as a target population. This 
is a missed chance to improve support for returnees 
in the country by tapping into climate-responsive 
initiatives that could unlock livelihoods opportu-
nities in new economic sectors and improve social 
and psychosocial well-being. For these development 
programs to effectively serve returnees, however, 
they would need to account for the specific chal-
lenges migrants face upon return and adapt their 
modus operandi to reflect the profile of local return-
ees.30

The third set of challenges that green reintegration 
projects have encountered in some countries relates 
to gender norms and biases in the sectors these 
projects focus on. This was the case in Nigeria during 
the GIZ pilot that delivered training on the solar sec-
tor: while both men and women participated in the 
training, female beneficiaries faced more difficulties 
launching their businesses due to prejudice against 
female entrepreneurship in this area.31 Similarly, IOM 
has documented the obstacles women in some of 
their pilot activities have encountered due to social 
norms in agroforestry.32 These dynamics suggest 
some green reintegration activities may be even 
more constrained by gender inequalities than regu-
lar AVRR initiatives due to the sectors they target.

4	 Better Integrating 
Climate Concerns into 
Reintegration Programs 
(and Vice Versa)

Climate change is already affecting returning mi-
grants’ reintegration in many contexts, and these 
impacts are only going to grow in the coming years. 
Yet, green reintegration remains a low priority for 
many donors and policymakers. The following strat-
egies can help address this mismatch, improve the 

quality of reintegration assistance, and raise aware-
ness about the value of environmentally sensitive 
approaches to supporting reintegration:

	► Rethink some of the goals of green 
reintegration initiatives. For many projects 
that have taken a green approach to 
reintegration, the primary objective has been 
to ensure returnees have access to economic 
opportunities despite climate impacts in the 
communities where they settle. While this is a 
valuable and welcome goal, activities related 
to other dimensions of reintegration (notably, 
social and psychosocial reintegration) 
could also be deployed. This could include 
facilitating access to safe housing and clean 
water, and responding to the emotional 
distress caused by environmental change.33

	► Raise awareness among policymakers 
and residents in regions of return about 
climate change’s impacts on migration 
and the value of environmentally sensitive 
practices. To date, some initiatives have 
sought to align reintegration activities 
with climate mitigation and adaptation 
agendas, while clearly acknowledging that 
reintegration projects are not large enough 
to produce results on a structural level. Still, 
green reintegration projects could continue 
to raise awareness about climate change and 
environmentally sensitive practices, including 
through direct contact with returnees and 
their communities as well as broader public 
outreach. IOM, for example, has held a series 
of public events and produced a podcast 
episode about green reintegration.34 And in 
July 2023, OFII Senegal announced via social 
media that it was working on a short movie 
to spread awareness about the importance 
of connecting reintegration and climate 
actions.35
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	► Forge new alliances to tap into new sources 
of funding and expertise. Reintegration 
partners and the local providers with whom 
they work could start by reaching out to 
donors and development agencies active 
on climate action or the climate-migration 
nexus, even if they do not have previous 
experience in the field of reintegration.36 
This engagement could activate new referral 
mechanisms between reintegration and 
climate-related projects, which would make 
it possible to expand the range of supports 
available to returnees. Of course, the process 
of building these operational connections will 
take time, requiring reintegration programs 
to map relevant initiatives active in target 
locations. Most likely, it would also involve 
tweaking the eligibility criteria for climate-
related projects to make returnees eligible 
and facilitate their participation. Breaking 
down the silos between reintegration and 
development programs has already proved 
very challenging,37 and this process would 
similarly require overcoming barriers to 
cooperation between reintegration programs 
and climate actors, most of whom have little 
or no previous experience with migration-
related projects.38 Green reintegration 
programs may also find it strategic to target 
countries or regions where the central or local 
government has made climate action a top 
priority. This would help rally institutional 
support, facilitate implementation, and 
potentially boost fundraising efforts.39

	► Ensure green initiatives are rooted in the 
local context, reflecting economic and 
social conditions in communities of return. 
Although not unique to green reintegration 
programming, a main takeaway from the 
IOM, GIZ, and OFII pilot projects has been 
the importance of contextual understanding 
in program design and implementation 

to help ensure uptake among returnees 
and their communities. When not properly 
grounded in local realities, green projects 
may be perceived as offering support that 
is less economically promising than other 
available opportunities. For instance, OFII 
found that their green approach in Senegal 
attracted a lot of interest because the rising 
prices of fertilizers and pesticides made 
returnees more open to moving away from 
established agricultural practices.40 By 
contrast, partners of IOM in the Senegalese 
region of Casamance observed that returnees 
sometimes got impatient with the gradual 
approach promoted by environmentally 
friendly agriculture projects.41 Indeed, 
a main challenge is that the economic 
rewards of such initiatives often take longer 
to materialize than in non-green sectors. 
Green reintegration programs should also 
be mindful of social dynamics, including 
gender inequalities, that may constrain 
some returnees’ ability to fully benefit 
from reintegration assistance. This could 
include taking gender and other factors into 
consideration when selecting which sectors 
will be the focus of efforts to promote green 
jobs and/or providing additional support 
to female workers and others likely to face 
heightened barriers to working in targeted 
sectors (e.g., tailored mentoring).

	► Build up the evidence base on climate 
change, reintegration, and green projects’ 
effectiveness. Many questions remain about 
what exactly green reintegration entails, 
what the benchmarks of success are, and 
how promising approaches can be replicated 
and scaled up. While some reintegration 
partners have actively engaged in research, 
monitoring, and evaluation on these issues, 
more needs to be done to support learning 
across institutions, be they government 
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agencies, civil society, or other reintegration 
stakeholders. In addition, involving returnees 
and other community members in these 
efforts and sharing findings publicly and in 
accessible formats would help encourage 
more community trust in and ownership over 
this new type of approach. 

Together, these strategies hold the potential to pave 
the way toward more durable practices in the area 

of reintegration. Such actions would help improve 
how reintegration projects address the wide range 
of issues that are becoming more pressing as climate 
impacts intensify in the regions to which migrants 
return. However, implementing green projects more 
systematically will require significant investments 
from donors and policymakers, and their impact will 
depend on reintegration partners working hand in 
hand with organizations engaged more directly in 
climate actions.

Implementing green projects more systematically will require significant 
investments from donors and policymakers, and their impact will depend on 

reintegration partners working hand in hand with organizations engaged more 
directly in climate actions.
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