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Human migration is widely seen as a challenge in the wake of political and environmental crises. Current examples 
include refugees fl eeing to Europe from Syria as well as displaced people from South Sudan, the Central African 

Republic, and Nigeria. However, migration resulting from shortages of land and resources or from slow-onset 
environmental change is far more common. Migration across rural areas to the frontier has long been a form of 
livelihood adaptation, but despite the appearance of remaining vast frontiers, many nations are running out of land.  

RESEARCH FINDINGS
Background 
In the 1990s an anthropologist working in southern Tanza-
nia predicted signifi cant environmental and social conse-
quences resulting from unrestricted migration of farmers 
and livestock keepers. The predictions were based on the 
rapid transformation of an agriculturally important region 
and the lack of appropriate land management within gov-
ernment agencies. 

Widespread mobility continues today. The confl icts be-
tween in-migrants and residents over lands and resources 
persist, but new confl icts are emerging. Tanzania’s biodi-
versity is increasingly isolated inside parks and reserves. 
People increasingly settle at the borders of parks, isolat-
ing wildlife populations and causing more frequent wildlife 
interactions, particularly with lions. And migrants settling 
in seemingly unoccupied areas risk eviction by large-scale 
land development initiatives.

This brief reports research investigating the expansion of 
mobile people across Tanzania from the 1950s to the pres-
ent. The research draws on historical accounts, long-term 
observations from a remote fi eld site in western Tanzania, 
and national data from district-level natural resource offi c-
es. Objectives were to track the cascade effect of environ-
mentally displaced people and resulting large-scale envi-
ronmental change in order to produce recommendations 
to support mobile people and local land managers. 

Results from a nation-wide survey show the following: 
• Village governments face signifi cant challenges in terms 

of land planning. They receive inadequate resources 
from the district or central government to support resi-
dent and in-migrant populations.
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• Expansion of farmers and livestock keepers originated 
in north and northcentral regions. Signifi cant popula-
tions of in-migrant groups are now found in every rural 
district, including the 45 districts that previously held no 
native pastoralist groups in large numbers.

• District-level government offi cials report widespread 
environmental problems such as forest clearing, over-
grazing, and social confl ict resulting from in-migration. 
They lack resources to address these problems.

• Confl icts with lions are widespread: We identify 132 
people killed by lions in 27 districts and 134 lions killed 
by people between 2004 and 2008; the actual number 
of confl icts is most likely much higher.

Policy Relevance 
Tanzania experiences remarkable rates of rural migration. 
The central government must coordinate and support land 
authority and land management among levels of gov-
ernment and across agencies, including those managing 
biodiversity conservation areas. Principally, this includes 
strengthening capacity at the village level. Villages and 
districts require strong institutions prior to engaging with 
large-scale foreign investment initiatives aimed at com-
mercial land development.

This brief reports research based on the following publication: Salerno 
J, Mwalyoyo J, Caro T, Fitzherbert E, Borgerhoff Mulder M. 2017. Conse-
quences of internal migration. BioScience.

For additional reading, see [1] Charnley S. 1997. Environmentally-dis-
placed peoples and the cascade effect: Lessons from Tanzania. Human 
Ecology. [2] Salerno J. 2016. Migrant decision-making in a frontier land-
scape. Environmental Research Letters 11(4). [3] Hunter L. 2005. Migration 
and environmental hazards. Population and Environment.
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