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Key policy message
•	 In West Africa, most migrants move within their own countries and to neighbouring countries 

- contrary to the dominant focus on migration from West Africa to Europe. Internal migration 
involving movements between rural and urban areas has become critical to a holistic development 
paradigm across space, sectors, and time in Africa.

•	 Translocal relations compress the spaces between migrants and their households, making it 
possible for more intense and active interaction that inures to benefit both the household and the 
rural and urban geographical areas. 

•	 Migration patterns in Ghana exhibit a clear new spatial household configuration that shares 
burdens, expenditures, incomes, information and technology; a form of trans-rural-urban joint 
continuum involving collaboration, cooperation, and joint actions in real time between a complex 
network of family members that shape various livelihood decisions and outcomes.

•	 Translocal relations have led to huge gains for rural communities through remittances and 
technological innovations required for climate-smart agriculture, while ensuring that the welfare 
of migrants is ensured by members back home. 

•	 Migrants contribute to urban development through increases in the demand for an expanded 
economy, labour for critical production, and in the provision of services.

•	 Urban and rural development initiatives are critical to the holistic development of the national 
economies and the equalization of the spatial development landscape over time. 

•	 Therefore, neither biased urban policies nor a heavy investment in agrarian development will resolve 
the underdevelopment contradictions in Ghana. Rather, a carefully orchestrated developmental 
effort that synchronizes rural and urban efforts will achieve the desired sustainable outcomes.
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INTRODUCTION
In West Africa, most of migrants move within their 
own countries and to neighbouring countries - 
Contrary to the dominant focus on migration from 
West Africa to Europe, about 90% of international 
migration from West Africa occurs within the 
region (IOM, 2021). Therefore, the role of internal 
migration in the development process and impacts 
on the environment and livelihoods is an important 
focus of research. Thus, migration is central to the 
agrarian transformation and change, especially in 
the African context. 

The role of climate change over the decades in 
influencing movements and strategies of West 
Africans is critical in any discourse of developmental 
transformation. The constantly changing and 
uncertain climate of the region in particular is a 
major developmental challenge because most 
of the population depends on rainfall and other 
ecosystem services for their livelihood. One of 
the most important and overarching strategies 
for households in coordinating efforts to ensure 
sustainable livelihoods and poverty reduction is 
translocality. Previous works on migration had 
focused primarily on the socio-economic and 
environmental drivers and impacts at distinct 
origin and destination places. However, it is clear 
that the processes and structures that facilitate 
mobility are not geographical fixes, but hybridized 
systems that produce translocal embodiments. We 
apply a translocal livelihood and mobility approach 
at the household level to enable analysis of the 
interlinkages and dynamics between these places. 

We support Djurfeldt’s (2021) call for the revival 
of the home as a unit of study in the context of 
translocality, while maintaining the importance of 
the individual agency within the wider structures 
of society. A translocal household is defined as “a 
socially recognized, jointly economizing collective, 
whose members do not permanently live in 
one place, but do coordinate their activities of 

consumption, reproduction, and resource use over 
a long period of time” (Steinbrink and Niedenführ 
2020: p. 44). Translocality emphasizes pluri-local 
embeddedness of the processes, structures, and 
impacts of migration. Pluri-local embeddedness is 
a critical aspect of the ability of households and 
individuals to respond to climatic risks, sustain 
livelihoods, and general socio-cultural wellbeing. 
Translocal mobilities translate into impacts mainly 
through the actions of networks that enable the 
circulation of people, information, ideas, and 
livelihood activities between places (Greiner and 
Sakdapolrak, 2013). 

The rural-urban flows of people have created 
systems of inter-dependencies between the two 
spaces. Migrants in urban settlements are believed 
to contribute enormously to rural economies and 
to the welfare of households and family members 
in rural areas (Ajaero & Onokala, 2013; Awudu 
et al., 2019; Teye et al., 2019). However, there is 
still a paucity of knowledge as to the extent of 
such contribution, and how it helps to improve 
the well-being of households and families in the 
communities of origin. In addition, there is little 
knowledge on the degree of interconnection 
between individuals, families, households, and 
communities in urban and rural spaces as a result 
of the agency of migrants. 

The project ‘Migration and Translocality in West 
Africa’ sought to examine migration and linkages 
between rural and urban areas; the interrelation 
with climate change impacts; and the implications 
for governance. In this policy brief, we present 
evidence of the role of translocal networks in 
climate adaptation and sustainable development 
in the Nandom and Yilo Krobo districts of Ghana 
using a multi-site research approach consisting 
of both quantitative and qualitative methods of 
data collection. We provide recommendations 
for governance planning and decision-making to 
maximize the developmental impacts of rural-
urban migration and translocality in Ghana.
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Figure 1. Reasons for migrating

THE NATURE AND DYNAMICS OF TRANSLOCALITY 
Migration Movements
The two study districts, Nandom and Yilo-Krobo, are experiencing increasing out-migration triggered by 
varying drivers similar to those that accounted for their historical migration situation. In the Nandom area, 
the key drivers are poor environmental conditions including climate change and high levels of poverty and 
poor economic opportunities. In the Yilo-Krobo area, land fragmentation resulting from inheritance sharing 
overtime, a craving for a modern livelihood or diversification or deagrarianisation among the youth; and the 
changing rainfall pattern, resulting in unreliable rainfall for cocoa production. As shown in Figure 1, nearly 
70% of migrant women mentioned the search for work as the reason for migrating reflecting the poor economic 
conditions in rural Ghana caused by environmental degradation, climate change, changing access to land, and 
urban bias development policies in Ghana. The high number of people generalising the reason for moving as 
work reflects the complex nature of the decision to migrate and the role of multiple factors.

Source: JDM - Ashanti Region Unity Walk
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Migration networks, which consist of family, friends, and community members, play a pivotal role in the 
shaping of migration patterns and outcomes. These networks help facilitate the migration process by providing 
information, financial support, and social assistance to migrants. Generally, most migrants were young people 
with a mean age of 37.5 years and most of them were males and had a secondary education. In Nandom, the 
majority of migrants fell between the ages of 18 and 40, while in Yilo-Krobo, they fell between 18 and 35. 
Migrant livelihoods are based on both skilled and unskilled jobs. 

Connecting spaces and maintaining ties
Migration movements out of the Nandom and Yilo Krobo districts have in the past enabled the creation of 
dense or intricate translocal networks that interact in various ways enabled by better transport and technologies. 
Beyond periodic and emergency visits, sending households and migrants are now able to connect multiple 
activity spaces more intensely. Most of the migrants from both Yilo Krobo and Nandom visit their areas of 
origin to be with the family, watch to their investments, and attend festivities (see Figure 2). 

In addition, migrants also receive visits from their family members from their places of origin. To be certain 
of the translocal relationships, we asked migrants about who paid them visits during the year preceding data 
collection and we present the result according to the districts and sex of migrants in Figure 3.

More than half of all households in the survey 
reported that they received telephone calls from 
migrants at least once a month. In the Yilo Krobo 
municipality, households reported substantial 
telephone contact with migrants on a weekly basis 
(about 45%). In the Nandom district, about 18% of 

households interacted by phone on a weekly basis, 
and more than once a month is about 34%. Regular 
communication keeps migrants and their home 
residence in touch and ensures that the actions 
taken by both to respond to new happenings. The 
possibilities to connect by phone and physically 

Figure 2. The main purpose(s) of visiting the area of origin in the last years (rural visits)

Figure 3. Household members who visited migrants (urban visits)
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during emotional moments, and for economic and 
other considerations, is crucial in maintaining the 
ties that are needed to ensure social cohesion, 
wealth creation, and social change among families, 
which is ultimately important for sustaining and 
building livelihoods.

Benefits and challenges of translocal 
livelihoods
The interconnections between migrants in 
various destinations and the origins through 
intense communication networks, visits and 
other movements, transfer of goods and services, 
have immense social and economic influences 
on livelihoods of households.  About 60 % of 
the households surveyed strongly agreed that 
migration and translocality were crucial in securing 
their livelihoods. Perhaps, of greater consequence 
are the possibilities for more active involvement in 
decision-making process particularly of the place of 
origin. Many migrants reported their involvement 
in the decision-making of household members in 
their places of origin.

Remittances, especially in cash, are thought to 
result in increased economic activities, improved 
livelihoods, and agricultural production. Although 
there is a debate on the utility of remittances with 
regard to the impact of regional and or international 
cash remittances to the overall national economic 
growth and agricultural production, we establish 
that both consumption and productive driven 
remittances lead to local economic development. 
The rate of, and type of remittance inflow into the 
districts positively increase investment in human 
capital, poverty alleviation, and living standard 
through increasing agricultural production, 
emerging non-farm activities, and introduction of 
new technologies and ideas. 

Economically, remittances sent by migrants are 
meant to ensure survival especially during crises 
moments such as droughts/ floods and pest 
infestations. Remittances also boost agrarian 
and nonfarm strategies of households in the 
origin, enabling expansion, intensification and 
diversification of strategies. Approximately, a third 
(29.7%) of households in the Nandom district 
received remittances monthly, while nearly a half 
(47.7%) received remittances quarterly. A similar 
pattern was observed in households in Yilo Krobo 
district, where about a quarter (23%) of households 
received remittances monthly and a little more 
than half of them (51.1%) received remittances 
quarterly. We also found that there was a growing 
culture of household members in the origin sending 
remittances to migrants, a reversal of the usual 
flow. Unlike the remittances sent in the 1970s to 
migrants, which were mainly spiritual and social, 
these days, there is more material and financial 
assistance meant to help migrants establish well 
in their destinations. Money is often sent when 

migrants experience reduced income and in cases of 
urban economic turbulence. Food, however, is sent 
for cultural value due to geographical differences 
and also for reciprocation. 

Most migrants shared ideas on various issues with 
their household members and friends at the area 
of origin, which acts to benefit local livelihood 
strategies. These include skills in various artisanship, 
agricultural innovations, non-farm business skills, 
business ideas, communication skills, and useful 
contacts. The role of transport and communication 
developments constitutes the grease for the wheels 
of translocal migrant relations. These technologies 
make it possible to receive constant updates and to 
travel much faster than previously.

Although translocal livelihoods are very beneficial, 
they also present challenges to the origin, 
especially on the environment. For example, by 
leveraging on remittances, translocal households 
can engage in mechanised agriculture, and a shift 
to the use of modern inputs such as herbicides and 
fertilisers with profound effect on the environment 
especially in the Nandom district. Additionally, 
many households report a shortage of labour at 
their places of origin, and that affects their ability 
to maintain the traditional farming systems that are 
more environmentally friendly. 

Translocality has not reversed the trend of rural-
urban migration because besides agriculture, the 
lack of job opportunities in the villages encourage 
the educated youth to move to urban areas to 
seek non-agricultural jobs, which are mainly found 
in cities. Severe population losses in rural areas 
due to outmigration of especially young men and 
now of young girls, create a shortage of labour for 
agricultural production, in the context of insufficient 
resources for mechanised agriculture. Due to the 
poor development of value chains creating poor 
markets, warehousing/storage, and the high cost 
of transportation, agriculture is less able to support 
the rural population. Therefore, there is a danger 
that households of origin develop a dependency on 
remittances from (translocal) migrants.

Translocality and adaptation to 
climate change
Climate and environmental change are major 
challenges to agrarian livelihoods, particularly 
in the rural Ghana where crop production is 
mainly rain-fed. With the increasing variability 
and unpredictability of weather conditions, crop 
farming is becoming costly in both the Nandom and 
Yilo Krobo districts. Although farmers are adjusting, 
they are often not unable to escape the negative 
effects. For example, farmers make sure that there 
is enough rainfall before they plant their maize, 
but they have absolutely no adaptive control when 
drought occurs at the tussling stage. This is the 
critical stage when crops need moisture to develop 
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cobs and grains. Sometimes, there are unusual 
and unexpected torrential rains that wash away or 
inundate farms. Moreover, the changing climatic 
conditions have contributed to pest and diseases 
which are affecting crop yields. 

Translocal migration has become an important 
adaptation solution to climate and environmental 
stresses. As an adaptive measure to address the 
effect of changing climatic conditions on farming, 
many people have migrated from Nandom 
and Yilo Krobo districts to mainly urban areas, 
especially to the Greater Accra region to engage 
in diverse economic activities. Migrants share 
financial resources, food, and ideas with their 
households at the origin to cope with, and adapt 
to climate change. For example, many translocal 
agrarian households have used food remittances 
to address climate-induced crop failure. Also, many 
agrarian households have used cash remittances 
sent by their migrant household members to buy 
drought-resistant crops, fertilizers to enhance the 
fertility of degrading farmlands, and pesticides to 
control pests. In addition, migrants have shared 
their acquired ideas on climate-smart agricultural 
practices with their rural household members 
in Nandom and Yilo Krobo to adapt to climate 
change and environmental stresses. Therefore, 
translocality is becoming a defining strategy for 
addressing climate change in our study areas. 

CONCLUSIONS
A new era of migration enabled by improvement 
in transport and communication is producing new 
outcomes for households, particularly, in terms of 
the nature of interconnectedness, collaboration, 
cooperation, and social cohesion. This calls for 
a refocus on the consequences of migration 
on family structures and livelihoods. Translocal 
relations compress the spaces between migrants 
and their households in the origin, making it 
possible for a more intense interaction and active 
participation of both sending households and 
migrants in a new spatial household configuration. 
This new spatial household configuration is one 
of a complex network of family members with 
constantly changing power dynamics that shape 
various livelihood decisions and outcomes. Kinship 
and land are key determinants of the maintenance 
of ties and the evolving nature of the translocal 
spaces. Exchange of resources is not a one-way 
flow from migrants. The constant communication 
and physical visits are essential elements of the 
translocal households. While translocality is 
beneficial for households in their adaptation to 
climate change and to other shocks and stresses, 
it also poses challenges for households in the 
origin and to the environment. Suitable policies 
are therefore, required to harness the benefits 
of translocal households and to minimize the 

associated risks. It is crucial to recognize the value 
of spatial reorganization of household overtime to 
better understand the changing nature of migration 
and its role in the development process. 

Recommendations
•	 Policies that seek to stop migration should be 

discouraged. Rather, policies that harness the 
benefits of migration and grow the areas of 
origin must be produced to bring about rural 
revitalization. These policies should enhance 
local livelihoods and ensure that people have the 
right information to make migration decisions, 
as migration is a preference for people and a 
form of adaptation to environmental change 
and economic opportunities.

•	 Securing the rights of migrants as citizens and 
human beings must be promoted in receiving 
communities to allow migrants to pursue their 
livelihood strategies safely and profitably. 

•	 Promoting livelihood improvement in rural 
areas is crucial in harnessing the benefits of 
translocality, as migrant contributions to local 
populations could plug into these communities 
for better outcomes. 

•	 Both national and local policies and strategies 
that enable the sustenance of the sense of 
belonging of migrants to their home districts 
and villages are crucial to galvanize investments 
and responses to appeals for local development 
initiatives. Such strategies would include 
reductions in the cost telecommunication 
and remittance sending, and the promotion 
of internal diasporas (hometown and clan) 
organisations.

•	 Furthermore, it is crucial to also promote 
strategies to reinvigorate the sense of 
communitarianism among rural and urban 
communities, such as for norm obedience and 
festivals. Promoting social cohesion through 
education on maintaining cultural hierarchies 
in a democratic sense.

•	 The maintenance of traditional land tenure 
norms that ensure that migrants maintain 
their allodial titles to land must be maintained. 
These norms are currently being challenged 
by an era of land commodification in the 
neoliberal era. Thus, traditional tenure regimes 
must be enforced through appropriate local 
consultation and joint judgement procedures in 
land litigation matters.

•	 Skill development for the youth at both the 
destination and the origin and apprenticeship 
opportunities should be instituted at 
both institutional levels and encouraged 
at the family and community levels. 
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•	 Promote small towns in rural districts to become 
economically diversified employment centres 
where there is a conscious effort to promote 
local start-ups through training programmes.

•	 Foster nearby ‘urban’ job opportunities 
and allow people to commute to town 
while staying in the villages to stabilize and 
strengthen ‘agropolitan districts’ that allow 
for the combination of agricultural and urban 
economic activities.

•	 There is a need for further infrastructure 
development in both rural and urban spaces 
to bring about simultaneous and synchronous 
development of economic activities. These 
should include road and communication, 
energy, educational and health facilities, and 
the enhancement of local markets.
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