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Migration, Fragility and Agricultural Development 
 
It seems that barely a day goes by without the desperate plight of migrants making international headlines. 
The world is currently experiencing the greatest ever mass migration of people, with more than 250 million 
international migrants in 2015. In the first three months of this year alone, when winter weather routinely 
curtails the number of sea crossings, an estimated 172,458 women, children and men risked their lives 
trying to reach Europe by sea. More than 700 died before reaching land. 
 
People migrate for numerous reasons. Conflict often results in the forced displacement of people, both 
within countries and internationally. However, millions of migrants are not from conflict areas; rather, they 
are escaping hunger, poverty, inequality, poor governance, persistent indignity and lack of opportunity.  
 
The current global displacement crisis has a strong rural dimension. Rural areas are home to more than 70 
per cent of the world’s poorest people and a similar proportion of its hungry. As a result, developing 
countries have long experienced a high rate of rural-to-urban migration. Rural migrants also account for a 
significant portion of international migrants. They may not meet the technical definition of refugees or 
Internally Displaced Persons, but many of these migrants, fleeing lives of desperation, have no other real 
choice. Thus, any long-term solution to migration and forced displacement must address the root causes 
through the equitable and sustainable development of rural areas. 
 
The International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) works to reduce rural poverty and hunger 
through investing in rural people. For almost 40 years, IFAD has worked with marginalized and 
disadvantaged rural populations, in areas that are difficult to reach, often in fragile situations and degraded 
environments. Among the countries where IFAD currently works are: Afghanistan, Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, Eritrea, Haiti, Mali, Pakistan, Somalia and Sudan.  Our work invariably takes us to conflict 
and post-conflict situations -- because hunger and poverty are both the cause and the result of conflict.  
 
IFAD’s experience shows that responsible and targeted investments in agriculture and rural development 
can make an important contribution to reducing conflict, achieving peace and stability, and reducing the 
need of rural people to migrate in search of better lives and livelihoods. 
 
Investment in agriculture is two to four times more effective in reducing poverty than investment in any 
other sector – and for sub-Saharan Africa it is estimated to be 11 times higher. Successful small farms 
contribute to community-building in ways that are essential to the health and wealth of nations, and that go 
far beyond on-farm activities: they provide jobs for unskilled labourers; they promote the development of 
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business opportunities in the non-farm rural sector; they provide food for local communities; and they 
contribute to creating vibrant rural economies, which in turn contribute to peace and stability. 
 
A future for young people 
 
Successful rural economies allow for a balanced flow of goods, services and money between rural and 
urban areas and reduce the need of poor rural people to search for work in cities or abroad. Furthermore, 
when rural areas are transformed into hubs of economic activity, they become more attractive to young 
people.  
 
This is particularly important because over the next decade, an estimated 600 million young people in 
developing countries will be competing for around 200 million jobs. In sub-Saharan Africa alone, around 
224 million young people will be seeking employment in the next decade. Of these, more than 134 million 
will live in rural areas.  
 
Even using the most optimistic projections for economic growth, it is not realistic to expect urban areas and 
the non-farm sectors to absorb and employ them all. 
 
Luckily, with a world population that is increasing and also more affluent, there will be no shortage of 
demand for food in the years ahead. If we create attractive opportunities for young people in rural areas -- 
and if we invest in these areas so that they have clinics, schools, paved roads, electricity and clean water -- 
then young people will not be under pressure to migrate to urban centers where, too frequently, they fall 
prey to divisive rhetoric and extremism. 
 
The peace dividend 
 
There is growing evidence from IFAD-supported programmes and projects that smallholder-centered rural 
development has a direct impact on peace and security.  

 
For example, in Nicaragua, IFAD works with a cooperative of coffee growers that has its roots in the armed 
conflict of the 1980s.  After the conflict, the cooperative evolved into a direct exporter of high quality coffee 
to the United States. The existence of dignified work and good income has been a powerful incentive to 
maintaining the peace between conflicting parties.  

 
In Nigeria, the Niger Delta is better known for its violence than for its farming. For many years, it was a 
“no go zone”. Today, a project is training young people to become rural entrepreneurs. Not only are they 
developing lucrative businesses, they are contributing to better nutrition, greater affluence and growing 
stability for their communities.  
 
In northeastern India, where insurgency has been a problem for many years, a community-driven approach 
to development has generated good results.  Women have formed collectives and have more economic 
power, and young people are more productively engaged. The degraded natural resources base is being 
regenerated, sanitation has improved, and mothers in the villages report that their sons no longer have the 
time or inclination to join insurgency groups.  
 
A largely hidden crisis 
 
While the stories of a few migrants may get reported on the television or on social media, millions remain 
nameless and faceless. Many countries also struggle to cope with an influx of migrants far from the cameras, 
for example in rural areas of developing countries. In Europe, the situation of host countries trying to 
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accommodate the influx of refugees has generated much publicity. There is far less international attention 
paid to those countries that neighbour conflict zones where the refugee crisis is even greater. 
 
In Jordan, for example, Zaatari was once a small rural town. Today, the size of its refugee camp has made 
Zaatari the fourth largest city in Jordan. In Sudan and Somalia, the problem of displacement has been so 
protracted that it no longer even garners much humanitarian support. 
 
In the Near East and North Africa (NENA), a significant percentage of refugees and internally displaced 
people end up in rural areas, where they have few opportunities for work and where the host communities 
were struggling even before the new arrivals. The UNHCR's 2015 Vulnerability Baseline Assessment of 
Syrian refugees in Jordan indicates that refugees living in rural areas are more vulnerable than those living 
in urban areas. 
 
Ultimately, investing in food security is also an anti-conflict measure, and rural development has the 
potential to be a powerful stabilizing force. But food security and social stability also depend on 
strengthening institutions and the policy environment for sustainable agriculture. Such an enabling 
environment will encourage responsible investment and business in rural areas, spur innovation, and drive 
increased productivity, job creation, and rural economic growth -- all of which are key factors for achieving 
the 2030 Agenda. 
 
Migrants are not some unknown and frightening force that engulfs countries. Migrants are people, searching 
for the things that we all want: peace, security, dignity, a chance to earn a livelihood and a future for their 
families and children. We should work to give them the tools they need to build lives and communities 
without abandoning their homes, and to improve the capacity of host communities to better cope with those 
who are forced to migrate. 
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