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Summary: Food insecurity continues to be a major international concern aggravated by the economic crisis, pandemics, vio-
lent conflicts and war. In the past decade, scholars have highlighted the role of migration in household food security, yet the
interrelationships between migration and food security have shown disconnections in the literature. This study is therefore
intended to provide empirical evidence of the food security—migration nexus in the case of Ethiopia’s Tigray region. Mixed-
methods approaches were used in the study, including semi-structured household and expert interviews and Participatory
Rural Appraisal (PRA). The study demonstrates that migration, through the flow of both financial and social remittance, has
a positive impact on household food security. Based on the results, remittances contribute to household food security in a
variety of ways, including facilitating the acquisition of consumable goods, diversifying sources of income, and funding the
purchase of production-related inputs and health insurance, housing, and other household goals. Furthermore, the findings
establish that migration is a reaction to a variety of circumstances, primarily prompted by economic factors, such as a desire
to enhance one’s standard of life, high levels of poverty, high unemployment, low agricultural yields, and food crises. The
study concludes that migration has dual implications for household food security: on the one hand, migration as a response
strategy to food insecurity, and on the other hand, migration as a form of vulnerability to household food insecurity, dem-
onstrating the reciprocal relationship between food security and migration.

Zusammenfassung: Die Frage der globalen Erndhrungssicherheit, welche sich in den letzten Jahren durch Wirtschafts-
krisen, Pandemien, gewaltsame Konflikte und Kriege verschlechtern hat, bleibt ein zentrales Problem menschlicher
Entwicklung. In den vergangenen zehn Jahren hat sich die Wissenschaft vermehrt mit der Rolle von Migration fiir die
Ernihrungssicherheit beschiftigt, wobei die existierende empirische Evidenz keine eindeutige Aussage tiber das Zusam-
menwirken beider Faktoren zulidsst. Die vorliegende Studie leistet einen Beitrag zur Verbesserung des Verstindnisses des
Erndhrungssicherheit-Migration-Nexus. Die Arbeit basiert auf empirischer Forschung, die in der dthiopischen Tigray
Region durchgefiihrt wurde. Im Rahmen eines mixed-method Forschungsdesigns wurden u.a. halbstrukturierte Haushalts-
und Experteninterviews sowie Participatory Rural Appraisals (PRA) durchgefithrt. Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass Migration
eine Reaktion auf eine Vielzahl von Faktoren ist, wobei wirtschaftliche Faktoren, wie z. B. der Wunsch, den eigenen
Lebensstandard zu verbessern, die Betroffenheit von Armut, hohe Arbeitslosigkeit, niedrige landwirtschaftliche Ertrige
und Nahrungsmittelkrisen, zentrale Treiber darstellen. Es zeigt sich zudem, dass Migration durch finanzielle und soziale
Rickiiberweisungen die Erndhrungssicherheit der Haushalte positiv beeinflussen kann. Riickiiberweisungen erleichtern
den Zugang zu Giitern des alltiglichen Bedarfs, erméglichen produktive Investitionen im landwirtschaftlichen und auB3er-
landwirtschaftlichen Bereich, sichern notwendige gesundheitsbezogene Ausgaben und unterstiitzen damit die Diversifi-
zierung von Einkommensquellen. Die vorliegenden Ergebnisse zeigen das wechselseitige Verhiltnis von Migration und
Ernihrungssicherheit: einerseits ist Migration eine Reaktion auf Erndhrungsunsicherheit; andererseits verindert Migration
die Verwundbarkeit gegeniiber Erndhrungsunsicherheit.
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1 Introduction (GRFC 2021) highlights the remarkably extreme se-

verity of food crises, particularly in Africa, where

Food security continues to be a major issue on
the global development agenda. Eradication of ex-
treme poverty and hunger was one of the primary
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), and food
security continues to be part of the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs; Goal 2: Zero Hunger,
UN 2019). The recent Global Report on Food Crises
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the food crisis is very serious. Based on the Food
Systems Summit Brief report (FravAL et al. 2019)
among the global population facing a food crisis,
those experiencing the most severe conditions are
in Africa. Particularly in the Horn of Africa, food
crises are becoming severe due to famine (AzADI et
al. 2021, KrisHNAMURTHY et al. 2020) and conflicts
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(ANDERSON et al. 2021, OGurrUrk 2021). Ethiopia
is among the countries that have experienced acute
food insecurity in recent years (Sisha 2020) due to
drought and conflict, which has left over 20.4 mil-
lion people in need of emergency assistance and
4.5 million internally displaced (WFP.FEWS-NET
2021). Following the global food crisis of 2007-2008,
the New Alliance for Food Security and Nutrition
(NAFSN) was formed to increase assistance for food
security in Africa (GAGNE 2017, KNoLL et al. 2017).
This creates a fresh opportunity for discussions about
the relationship between food security and migration
in Africa, where the current debate on the Food and
Nutrition Security-Migration Nexus is particulatly
pertinent. International organizations have advocat-
ed migration as a potential development component
to eliminate poverty and enhance long-term human
development (UNDP 2009, WorLDBANK 2009).
Researchers and international development institu-
tions have recently highlighted the positive impact
of migration on poverty reduction and sustainable
development (IOM 2015, WorLbDBank 2009). An
example is the flow of remittances that have been
growing increasingly, with estimated official records
putting remittances at some $548 billion globally
(KoczaN et al. 2021) in 2019.

Over the past decades, the livelihoods of people
living in rural areas worldwide have undergone sig-
nificant changes (DE HaAN & Zoomers 2003, RIGG
2000, R1GG et al. 2012). One key change relates to the
increasing “delocalization of life and living” (RIGG et
al. 2012), which is reflected by the increasing levels
of mobility of people in rural areas. Migration — both
internal and international — has become a key feature
of rural livelihoods in many African countries (DE
Brauw et al. 2013) and facilitates the increasing con-
nectedness between places and people and facilitates
the flows of resources and information between dis-
tant places, thereby changing the character of these
places (GREINER & SAKDAPOLRAK 2013). The remit-
tance inflows in many countries and the remittances
that migrants send back home to assist their families
(WorLDBANK 2020) are critical examples, with doc-
umented evidence of the positive impact of remit-
tances on the well-being of the households in the
places of origin (CHorruaNI 2017, IVLEVS et al. 2019,
AJAERO et al. 2018, RatHA et al. 2016).

It is thus, surprising that — as CrusH (2013: 62)
pointed out — there is a “massive disconnect between
these two global development agendas”. On the one
hand, the issue of migration has long been disregard-
ed in the international food-security agenda; on the
other, the migration and development debate has

not touched upon the issue of food security. CRUSH
(2013) further highlighted the possible reasons for
this disconnect that are found in the discussions
around the impact of migration on development, as
they merely focus on economic growth and produc-
tive investment at the global and national scale. They
evolve around the common view that the spending
of remittances on basic livelihood needs is not seen
as development since it does not lead to investment
and sustainable productive activities. He further adds
that while this debate secks to analyze the drivers of
migration, it seems to ignore food shortages and in-
security as basic causes of migration. Therefore, this
study secks to close this research gap by contribut-
ing to the growing volume of research on the food
security-migration nexus (Cuorruani 2017, CrusH &
Tawobpzera 2016, KArRAMBA et al. 2011, REGMI et al.
2014, SunaM & ADHIKARI 2016, ZEzzA et al. 2011).
The study concentrates on the housechold level and
looks at the nexus from two different angles: on
the one hand, viewing food insecurity as a stressor
that forces houscholds to cope and adapt to main-
tain their well-being, and on the other, viewing food
security as a livelihood’s vulnerability. The study’s
focus includes both internal and international as well
as return migration.

2 Food security-migration nexus

Migration in the context of food insecurity can
have multiple meanings. Distress or forced migra-
tion can be considered a sign of the failed ability
of the household to cope with, and adapt to food
stress situations, leaving household members with
no other option but to leave their homes, often with
adverse consequences (RADEMACHER-SCHULZ et al.
2012). Migration can also be part of the coping strat-
egies that houscholds apply in times of food stress
(LiwENGA 2003). Regardless of the underlying causes
of migration, the flow of financial and social remit-
tances can increase the ability of houscholds to deal
with stress, and reduce their vulnerability to food
insecurity (AKcAY & Karasoy 2017). This study ad-
dresses migration as a reaction to food insecurity, as
well as the role of migration in households’ vulner-
ability to food insecurity. Migration as a reaction to
food insecurity must be understood in the context
of vulnerable households’ livelihoods, where house-
holds apply multiple strategies to deal with stress
(RADEMACHER-ScHULZ et al. 2012). Household strat-
egies can be categorized in different ways. DAVIES
(1993) for example makes the distinction between



2022

The impact of migration on food security in Tigray, Northern Ethiopia: The role of migration patterns ...

273

coping and adaptation strategies: coping strategies
are mechanisms to deal with immediate and short-
term insufficiency of food; adaptive strategies refer
to more permanent changes in ways of acquiring
sufficient food. Coping strategies at an carly stage
of food insufficiency include, for instance, short-
term dietary changes, like altering the overall house-
hold consumption, rationing of food or shifting to
less-preferred foods, or the increased use of credits
for consumption purposes (MAXWELL 1996, WaTTs
& BoHLE 1993, YOUNG et al. 2001). Migration can be
a coping strategy when household members migrate
in the short term to earn additional income else-
where. Strategies that relate to income-generating ac-
tivities are often more long-term and proactive and
can therefore be categorized as adaptation strategies.
The livelihoods approach (CHAMBERS & CONWAY
1992, SoresBury 2003, Liwenca 2003) identifies
three types of strategies that households can adopt
to deal among other things with food insecurity: ag-
ricultural intensification (intensification of their ag-
ricultural productivity through e.g. irrigation meth-
ods); on- and off-farm diversification (diversification
of the range of activities to support livelihoods); and
migration and the remittances therefrom. Here, mi-
gration refers to more permanent changes in liveli-
hood constellations, where houscholds continuously
depend on the income from migrants to maintain
their well-being.

The role of migration as a determinant of vul-
nerability to food insecurity has been increasing-
ly acknowledged (Hansen 2008, Lacroix 2011,
REDEHEGN et al. 2019, Zezza et al. 2011). Evidence
suggests that, in the context of economic and ecolog-
ical variability, livelihood-diversification strategies
such as non-farm and non-local activities, including
migration, are crucial to improving food security
(BARRETT et al. 2001, Ajaero et al. 2018, RoBaa &
Torossa 2016). A growing number of studies point
to the importance of financial remittances for the
purchase of food items and agricultural inputs for
households (CrortHANI 2017, CrusH 2013, DE HaAN
& ZooMeRs 2003, HussEIN & NELsoN 1998). Isoro
& KRAYBILL (2017), for example, show in the case
of Tanzania that remittances are linked to a higher
intake of nutrients, which are vital for the physical
development of children and important for adults’
health. CHOrTHANI (2017) draws a similar conclusion
from a case study from rural North India, where re-
mittances are linked to a higher level of houschold
food security. Pieces of literature show that the role
of remittances for food security is particularly sig-
nificant during food-price shocks (ABADI et al. 2018,

CowMmBES et al. 2014, CrusH 2013, KANGMENNAANG et
al. 2018). Nevertheless, there is a controversy in the
existing literature regarding the impact of migration
on food security, and vice versa. It has been argued
that factors such as the loss of labour through mi-
gration and its impact on agricultural production, as
well as the increasing dependence on remittances,
threaten the food security of houscholds (ZEzzA et
al. 2011).

3 Methodology

3.1 Background of the study area and site selec-
tion

The research was conducted in northern
Ethiopia’s Tigray region (Fig. 1). Tigray is one of the
Federal Republic of Ethiopia’s nine regional states.
People’s livelihoods in the region are characterized by
small-scale mixed farming. Migration and remittanc-
es from both domestic and international migration
are other important means of income generation for
many Tigrayans (GEBRU & BEYENE 2012, MEZGEBO
& PortER 2020). Tigray is a major migrant-sending
region in the country (AbpucNa 2019). The region has
long struggled with food insecurity (Fig. 1). One of
the long-standing issues contributing to the region’s
chronic food insecurity is persistent poverty, which
is compounded by unemployment, drought, and low
crop yields (ABADI et al. 2018). The poverty incidence
is nearly 69% (with a considerable number of people
in the area relying on safety-net support and food ear-
ly warning systems. Table 1 shows that over 1 million
people in the region need humanitarian aid, including
emergency relief assistance, a productive safety net,
and food assistance for internally displaced people
every year from 2016-2019.

Tigray has been known for recurrent famine and
war and was heavily affected by the 1983-85 famine
which resulted in the deaths of nearly a million peo-
ple in Ethiopia (VARNIS 1990). The current on-going
violent conflict has resulted in a catastrophic humani-
tarian crisis, massive displacement, disruption of live-
lihoods and extensive destruction of infrastructure
(UNHCR 2022, York 2022). There are many reports
that the current conflict aggravates food crisis and
leads to starvation (FSINFood and GNAFC 2020,
MiLLER 2022, WELDEMICHEL 2022).

The district chosen for the study is Saesi
Tsaedaemba, which is located in Tigray’s Eastern
zone. The district has been chosen purposefully as
it is one of the region’s hotspots for migration, with
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Tsaedaemba

Fig. 1: Map of Ethiopia, Tigray and the study region

high unemployment rates and high levels of food in-
security. Reports from the Office of Youth and Sports
Affairs show that a significant portion of the popula-
tion is unemployed (Tab. 2). The number of jobless
persons in rural areas was substantially higher than in
urban areas for three consecutive years, at 22,640 and
3,520, respectively. Unemployment is a severe prob-
lem in both rural areas and cities; however, cities offer
relatively better access to job options than rural areas.
After consultation with local district experts, three ru-
ral villages — namely Mueguma, Takot, and Gueguna
—, were selected for detailed investigation.

3.2 Data acquisition and analysis
The study pursues a qualitative research design

combining a variety of data gathering approaches,
including houschold and expert interviews as well

as different Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA)
techniques (CHAMBERS 1994, Kumar 2002). These
include a mobility map that was used to determine
the destination of migrants, and ascertaining who
migrated, the migrants’ contribution, and the season
of migration. Observations and transect walks were
used to identify the locations and resource bases of
the community, and problem ranking to identify and
prioritize problems related to the topic of interest.
The seasonal calendar was also used to determine
the timing of food availability, migration, events and
activities, rainy seasons, cropping, harvesting, busi-
est times and environmental calamities. Out of the
total 1880 houscholds in three surveyed villages, 36
households were purposively selected based on their
migration profiles and socio-economic backgrounds.
Six expert interviews were also conducted with of-
ficials from various governmental and non-govern-
mental organizations (NGOs), working on matters

Tab. 1: Number of people who are under relief aid. Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Net
Program (PSNPs) and Internally Displaced People (IDP’s) by year in Tigray

Year Relief PSNPs IDPs Total
2016 1,329,755 1,010,752 14850 2,355,357
2017 365,272 1,010,753 20,677 1,396,701
2018 654,016 1,010,754 74568 1,739,336
2019 408453 1,010,755 111445 1,530,650

Source: Early Warning and Response Directorate, Tigray regional state, 2019
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Tab. 2: Number of unemployed people by year in the study district

Year Rural Town Total

Male  Female Total Male  Female Total Male  Female
2017 4,569 4,789 9,358 358 442 800 4,927 5,231
2018 4,056 4,595 8,651 580 583 1,163 4,636 5,178
2019 6,860 1,771 8,631 777 780 1,557 7,637 2,551
Total 15,485 11,155 26,640 1,715 1,805 3,520 17,200 12,960

Source: Office of Youth and Sports Affairs, 2019

of food security and migration from the regional to
the local level (BOGNER et al. 2009, MEUSER & NAGEL
2009). They have been chosen purposively believing
that they have exclusive insights into expert knowl-
edge into the existing food security and migration
situations as well as structural contexts of the study
community. The data collection was conducted in the
local language from May to October 2018 and August
to October 2019 before the outbreak of the war. The
data was acquired from household interviews using
handwritten notes taken during the sessions and
minutes, which were translated an transcribed from
Tigrigna into English. The data was cleaned, coded,
and restructured to allow for analysis. Descriptive
statistics were used for the analysis of quantitative
data from the semi-structured interviews.

4 Results and discussions

4.1 Migration dynamics and employment at the
places of destination

The results show variations in the type of migra-
tion, the destination of migrants and the reasons for
migration. In most cases, a household’s migration
decision is a coordinated action in which the family
is the critical decision-making entity, particularly in
African societies, where migration decisions are collec-
tive (STARK 1991). The assumption for the family con-
sensus is that the flow of remittance income will help
the household overcome food stress, reduce financial
risks, and improve the household’s overall well-being,
Questions regarding the migrant members of the fam-
ilies were asked about their age, sex, destination, the
reason for migration, the type of work they did, and
what they contribute back home. Based on the results
of the mobility-map discussion and key informant in-
terviews, people in the study area migrate throughout
the year, but more so during drought seasons that re-
sult in crop failure, animal loss, or eroded livelihoods.

The sample households’ migration profiles
comprise both current and past migration experi-
ences including returnee migration and failed mi-
gration. The age of the migrants ranges from 21
to 70, and the older migrants were returnees; for
example, one 70-year-old head of household had
returned many years carlier. The average age of
migrants is 32 years old, with the majority of the
population being < 30 years of age (Fig. 2). Based
on this data, the majority of migrants are young and
productive adults.

At the time of the interviews, all 36 households
had diverse migration experiences — ranging from
single to multiple migrants, internal to international
migration, and return migration to failed migration.
A total of 86 migrants was found among the entire
181 members of the surveyed households with an
average family size of five, that entails on average
each household had two or more migrants. Out
of the 86 migrants, 50% of them are international
migrants of which 37 were current migrants and 6
were international returnee migrants from Saudi
Arabia. Whereas the remaining 50% were internal
migrants with 42 of them being current migrants
and one returnee migrant from the country’s capital
city of Addis Ababa. The places of destinations in
the analysis consider not only for the current mi-
grants but also the destinations for the returnee as
well as for those who experienced failed migration.
Among the international destinations, Saudi Arabia
is a common international destination with nearly
90.7% of the migrants, while America, Australia,
and Dubai are also destination places for a few
migrants. Among the internal migrants, 32.6% of
them choose to migrate to the region’s metropoli-
tan city Mekele, 25.6% to Addis Ababa, and 37.2%
migrate within the country to surrounding cities
(Tab. 3). The term “nearby cities” here refers to the
towns from which people of the study area move to,
including Edaga Hamus (18 km), Adigrat (37 km),
and Wukro (35 km) distant from the study site.
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The results indicate that the population in the
study area migrates internationally as well as within
Ethiopia. Saudi Arabia — as it is for Ethiopia as a
whole (FAO 2018) — is the most popular internation-
al destination with established networks, facilitating
regular as well as irregular migration. The results
imply that destinations for migrants range from do-
mestic to international; the majority of international
migrants prefer to migrate to Saudi Arabia because
it offers the closest and easiest route, as well as cost-
effective (FERNANDEZ 2017). Although Saudi Arabia
is the most important international destination, the
interviews revealed the occurrence of other destina-
tions such as America and Australia, or Dubai for
a few migrants, for reasons related to family and
relatives and peer pressure respectively. For inter-
nal migration, the region’s capital city, Mekele and
Ethiopia’s capital city, Addis Ababa were common
destinations, owing to better work opportunities and

higher wages in cities than in rural areas (GUNDEL
2002). Migrants worked in a variety of sectors
(Fig. 3), with 25 migrants engaged in small business-
es, 17 female migrants working in domestic work, 14
male international migrants unable to identify their
jobs, and 7 male migrants working as taxi drivers.
Six migrants reported working as civil servants was,
of which 5 were internal migrants working in differ-
ent governmental sectors, while one female interna-
tional migrant was a medical nurse. A small num-
ber of migrants engaged in daily labour, and plant
cultivation. Those who worked in small businesses
were those who migrated internally or returnees; a
number of female migrants were commonly engaged
in care and domestic work, and the majority of them
are in Saudi Arabia.

The interviewed households reported several
reasons for the migration of their migrant family
members. Based on the findings from the key in-

Tab. 3: Type of migration and destination of migrants (own data 2018, 2019)

Migration type Destination of migrants Number of migrants Percentage

International migration Saudi Arabia 39 90.7
America 2 4.7
Australia 1 2.3
Dubai 1 23

Internal migration Addis Ababa 11 25.6
Assosa 2 4.7
Mekele 14 32.6
Nearby cities 16 37.2

Total

86 100
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formants and mobility-map discussions with com-
munity members, the main reasons for migration
in the community were poverty, lack of employ-
ment opportunities, limited land ownership and
low productivity, along with natural calamities that
greatly affect livelihoods. The need to improve
one’s standard of living is the most common rea-
son for migration, as stated by the participants dur-
ing the interview, followed by searching for work.
The primary reason for 27 of the 86 migrants were
secking to improve their lives; migrating in search
of work was stated as a reason by 25 (Fig. 4). For
female migrants, labour migration and marriage
are important reasons, as women usually move to
their husbands’ places after marriage. Other com-
mon reasons for migration were job recruitment or
starting up a new business. The interviews indicate
that crop failures and animal deaths, food deficits,
existing poverty, livelihood collapse, and a high un-
employment rate are among the dominant sources
of outmigration further away from home, both in-
ternally and internationally, for stable employment
and better income, in order to improve the living
condition.

The results suggest most people in the study
area migrate in reaction to a variety of situations.
Poverty, low agricultural production, food deficien-
cies, high unemployment, and a lack of choices to
improve one’s livelihood are among the fundamen-
tal causes. For instance, a study on internal migra-
tion in Ethiopia by BUNDERVOET (2018) stated that
the primary motivation for migrants was to find
jobs. There is evidence in the literature that ru-
ral unemployment is one of the main reasons why

e of work migrants interviewed did at their destinations

young people migrate (COrRTINA 2014, DIBEH et al.
2019). The foremost reasons for rural outmigration,
according to the FAO (FAO 2016), are not only eco-
nomic factors — such as poverty, food insecurity, a
lack of employment, or low farm production — but
also a lack of alternative opportunities to improve
living standards. Moreover, food shortages are doc-
umented to be the primary motivator for migration
from low-income countries (FAO 2018). On the
other side, evidence also suggests that remittances
can be a way out of poverty (UN 2017, Ratna 2013),
unemployment (KRISHNAMURTHY et al. 2020) and a
mechanism to deal with food insecurity (SMITH &
Froro 2020), with remittances playing a positive
role in alleviating poverty and improving food se-
curity (UN 2019) as well as migration outcome.

4.2 Remittance and households’ food security at
the place of origin

Most interviewed households with migrating
members — except households who have failed mi-
gration experience — reported receiving remittances
of various types and amounts from family members
who live elsewhere. The results show multiple pur-
poses of remittance use, ranging from food purchas-
ing, health, housing, and other needs of the house-
hold (Fig. 5). The use of remittances to the house-
hold is categorized and described as follows: invest-
ing in consumable items, investing in farming inputs
and livelihood diversification, investing in housing,
investing in human capital, savings, and investing in
other household essentials.
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The importance of investing cash remittances in
consumable goods was identified in 26 (72.2%) house-
holds. This finding highlights the importance of re-
mittances for acquiring access to food and prevent-
ing household members from being hungry through
making direct purchases. Spending remittances on
agricultural inputs and diversifying sources of in-
come was found to be beneficial in 22 households,
with 12 (33.3%) using them to obtain production-
related inputs, and 10 (27.8%) using them to diversify
sources of income. Another major use of remittances
in 26 (72.2%) houscholds is in housing investment,
which allows householders to develop better homes
by constructing iron-roofed houses that are more
resilient to disasters. Remittance investment in hu-
man capital, which includes education, medical treat-
ment, and sanitation, is accounted for in 5 (13.9%),
13 (36.1%), and 1 (2.8%) houscholds respectively.
Investing in education would help build their capa-
bility, and having access to sanitary products, drugs,
and health treatments would enable household mem-
bers to recover from disease and have healthy man-
power. In two households, remittance is also a useful
source of savings. In a few households, remittance
is invested in other critical household items, such as
clothing, loan payments, solar lights and water-hat-
vesting technologies.

The results indicate that migration can be in-
terpreted as a significant feature of household live-
lihoods that contributes to food security in a variety
of ways, with economic remittances playing a key
role in increasing direct food-purchasing power, in-
vesting in agricultural inputs, and diversifying addi-

tional sources of income — all of which contribute to
houscholds’ food security in the short and long term.
Housing appears to be the most essential need and
most valuable asset, valued by migrants and those
who remained behind in the same way as, if not more
than, food access (Fig. 5). In the study area, where
the majority of the villagers were struggling to find
food, having good housing was equally important in
the context of low income.

In Tigrigna (the local language in the study area),
there is a saying which illustrates the link between
better housing and food: “kebdika hamli milaya ziban-
ka wedi abo yeraya” — “feel your stomach anyhow, but
look great from the outside”, and another, “gezuka
kedanika”, which means “home covers all the se-
crets”. This raises the question of what link exists
between better housing and food. The results of the
mobility-map discussion and the houschold inter-
view show that homes with migrant members are
more likely to have iron-roofed dwellings, whereas
homes without migrant members are more likely to
have conventional housing, making them easily dis-
tinguishable from a distance. Better housing is not
only significant in terms of shelter; it also indicates
the social position of community members and is
considered a status symbol. Spending on house con-
struction and improvement is also a display of wealth
status, prosperity, and progress (CHOITHANI 2017). A
study from Sri Lanka (GamBurD 2000) emphasizes
that spending remittances on housing are the most
obvious indicator of family accomplishment and mi-
gration success. The reasons houscholds have prior-
itized spending their remittances on quality housing
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Fig. 5: Uses of remittance to the household

are that traditional homes are of poor quality, and
crowded households are vulnerable to communica-
ble diseases and sanitation-related illnesses, particu-
larly when all family members sleep in single rooms,
or when there are not separate rooms for the family,
stocks, and kitchen. Furthermore, because firewood
is a popular cooking fuel that produces copious
smoke in the absence of sufficient ventilation, it is
difficult to cook meals safely without compromising
the food’s safety. Moreover, traditional dwellings,
which are made of wood, mud, and dirt, are less like-
ly to withstand strong winds and rain, which will of-
ten cover the entire house with dust. Better housing
has been linked to increased quality of life and likely
reduces poverty (SOLESBURY 2003) as poverty makes
it harder to access healthy food and safe housing,
Particularly in urban areas, remittances are found to
be a critical source of income, allowing housecholds
to save and/or reduce financial stress, boost putchas-
ing power through additional income, and alleviate
food shortages. During the fieldwork, for example, a
case of four families who used remittances to build
urban housing was identified, generating substantial
income that was used to cover the expenses of con-
sumption, for saving, and for other household objec-
tives. On the other hand, in the case of vulnerable
households who spend remittances on housing, it
may be possible to help them gain access to a bet-
ter quality and quantity of food, easing the strain on
their food budget.

What is obvious from these results is that the
majority of households spent remittances primarily
on two basic necessities: food and housing; purchas-
ing food is a practice that typically contributes to the
household’s consumption in a variety of ways, nota-
bly in response to emergencies and holiday expens-

left behind (own data 2018, 2019)

es. Hvidence showed that remittances were mostly
used to purchase consumable goods (DE BrAUW et
al. 2013, GryTsos 2002). For example, DE BRAUW et
al. (2013) have documented the use of remittances
as insurance against shocks to individual income,
like health insurance funded through remittances.
Constructing better housing is another basic need on
which households spend their remittances, because
better housing is more disaster-resistant, allowing
them to protect themselves from external hazards,
maintain their socio-economic status, and earn ad-
ditional income from renting out urban housing —
all of which contribute directly or indirectly to food
safety and security.

4.3 Outmigration-induced labour loss and agri-
culture at the origin

Among the consequences of migration from
an agrarian community might be a labour shortage.
Specifically, migrants in the study communities, are
largely responsible for routine tasks related to farm-
ing and the rural economy. To better understand how
labour outmigration affects food security; house-
holds were asked if their local farming productivity
has been altered by outmigration-led labour-supply
reductions. The majority of the sample households
28 (77.8%) with different migration profiles stat-
ed that migrant member-related labour loss had no
impact on their agricultural productivity (Tab. 4).
Landlessness, drought, lack of job opportunities, and
increases in population were among the key prob-
lems connected with food insecurity, which directly
or indirectly leads people to migrate, based on the
results of mobility-map discussion and problem pri-
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Tab. 4: Migration, loss of labour, and agricultural production (own data 2018, 2019)

Influence of outmigration on local production

No influence Tftmporarlly Negatlve
influence influence

Type of migration Frequency Yo Frequency Yo Frequency
Internal migration 4 14.3 - 1
International migration 8 28.6 1 33.3 1
In'tern:'al and international 1 393 i i
migration
Re'turn'ee m'ternatlonal 5 17.9 1 333 )
migration (internal)
Fs.uled migration (3 internal, i 1 333 3
1 international)
Total 28 100 3 100 5

oritizing. The results of the interviews also show that
most homes do not appear to be experiencing labour
shortages, which seems to be different from the nar-
rative from Nepal that blames young outmigration
as a major factor in agricultural land abandonment
(Tromas-Horg 2017).

Table 4 clearly shows that 3 (8.3%) houscholds
experienced a temporary and 5(13.9%) severe labour
scarcity in the process of performing their farming
responsibilities. Three households with male migrant
members who were responsible for farming prior to
migration encountered a temporary labour shortage
until they found work, and prepared to replace the
lost labour. As a result of male family members’ out-
migration, all female-headed families, with the ex-
ception of one female-headed home from Gueguna
village that shares others’ land, are experiencing se-
vere labour shortages, and are forced to share crops.
This highlights how difficult it is for the family left
behind to cope with the effects of male outmigration
in the absence of a replacement male labour force to
carry out farming activities, which has a direct influ-
ence on houscehold food security. Similarly, the head
of social affairs for the region stated in an expert in-
terview that “male emigration from female-headed
households means losing half the farm’s product as
the woman heads generally rent their plot in the ab-
sence of male family member.” He added that “the
majority of young migrants do not wish to return to
rural areas and engage in farming following their re-
turn, and this could reduce local production”. This
illustrates how emigration, especially of important
family members who frequently were engaged in

farming activities prior to migration, has the poten-
tial to reduce the agricultural labour force, posing a
threat to local food production which over time un-
dermines food security. The impact of outmigration
on local productivity was found to be determined by
the migrant’s sex, age, and farming-related responsi-
bilities before migration.

The main contribution of the present study to the
body of knowledge is the finding that, although out-
migration induces labour loss, the results from our
study show that neither negatively influences agricul-
tural production in the study area. The reason for this
is obvious: The majority of household members are
smallholder farmers with large families, an average
of 5 people per single houschold, and thus unlikely
to face labour shortages. Besides, land scarcity leads
to landlessness for many people, so they lack job op-
portunities. Previous studies have reported that mi-
gration not only reduced farm labour, but also sub-
sequently lowered agricultural production (CRAVEN
& GARTAULA 2015, MAHARJAN et al. 2013, SIKDER et
al. 2017). For instance, CRAVEN & GARTAULA (2015)
noted that outmigration-induced labour loss and
its influence on agricultural production and endan-
gers household food security in the long run. Based
on an empirical study by SIKDER et al. (2017) from
Bangladesh, farmland in female-headed households
is either left uncultivated or used for share-cropping
if there is no male member. The findings from Nepal
indicated that the loss of labour from labour-inten-
sive agricultural areas has an impact on local output
(CRAVEN & GARTAULA 2015) and has an impact on
the food security of those who are left behind. For
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example, a study by THomAs-Hope (2017) found that
migration has a variety of effects on food production
and accessibility, leading to the conclusion that active
household-member migration reduces the agricul-
tural labour force, which has negative consequenc-
es. According to empirical evidence (AJAERO et al.
2018), the majority of surveyed households encoun-
tered failures in agricultural production as a result
of a member’s migration, due to labour shortages.
Similarly, Sunam & ADHIKARI (2016) discovered that
labour migration is causing a loss of family labour in
west Nepal.

4.4 Migration, social remittance and food secu-
rity

The main finding from this study is that migra-
tion has impacts on both migrants and households at
the origin beyond location and financial flow. What
is obvious from the results is that social remittanc-
es influence not only houschold food security and
livelihoods, but also houscholds’ overall well-being
through the flow of new ideas, accumulated expe-
riences, skills, awareness, and resource transfers
resulting from socialization and income changes.
These clearly have a positive impact on houschold
food and nutrition security and their well-being.
Apart from obtaining access to important sorts of
financial remittance as a valuable return from mi-
gration, in this study, social remittance includes in-
formation, ideas, experiences, resources, behaviours,
and identity transfers, as well as social networks.
It is another type of return that can be transferred
back and forth, from migrants to their sending fam-
ilies (THiEME 20006). During the interviews, it was
observed that social remittances sent to the family
from migrant workers in other countries come in a
variety of forms, and play an important part in the
household’s economic situation, directly and indi-
rectly contributing to their food security. Among the
main social remittances examined in the study were
sharing ideas about how to start a small business and
what to sell, backed up with initial financial capital,
information on production, sanitation, food prepa-
ration, and technology transfer — such as mobile
phones, solar lights, computers, radio and investing
in community services like small-scale irrigation or
access to electricity, access to means of transporta-
tion and urban buildings. Some particularly relevant
examples of quotations from household interviews
and discussions are presented below. The son of
one family, who had emigrated to America 18 years

previously, made multiple financial and social remit-
tances to his family back home. The household head
claimed that previously, “our son would send cash to
fill financial gaps, but after a few years, he came up
with the idea of rebuilding quality housing in rural
areas and purchasing urban housing for both living
and generating permanent income by renting out the
properties — money that our houschold is currently
using for consumption and other expenses”.

It was further stated that “his investment in com-
munity electric power has helped 8 clusters of house-
holds to have access to electricity, facilitating the use
of baking machines and cooking stoves, which have
a positive impact on food quality and safety, as well
as improved health due to reduced smoke from fuel
energy”. Access to power allows some households to
watch television, charge mobile phones, and com-
municate more easily and quickly. In one household,
where all the children had migrated, it was stated
that “they suggested to their parents to buy oxen
and lease other farms to improve productivity, start
a small-scale dairy farm with start-up capital, which
they used for direct consumption of milk and but-
ter, and to generate substantial income, used for ac-
cessing quality food and non-food items, clothing,
and other household objectives”. The interviewee
claims that “the family built good housing, got so-
lar lights for better lighting, received a radio and a
mobile phone to communicate with their migrant
children on a regular basis — all of which made their
lives comfortable, and was the result of the migrants’
increased awareness, ideas, and income”. The house-
hold reinforced the importance of their business idea
for the home’s food security as a result of both social
and economic remittances. The relationship can also
be reversed from receiving to sending: Parents typi-
cally send foodstuffs that are difficult to prepare or
to access in cities, such as “shiro, butter, or Tihni”,
for consumption by migrants. In one family, migra-
tion played an exceptional role: a widowed woman
who heads a household confirmed that she was “able
to boost the family’s farm produce by sharing a pro-
duction idea with her migratory sons”. In the ab-
sence of a male member, female-headed households
in the community commonly hire farms for share-
cropping. However, this woman instead purchased
oxen and recruited labour, doubling her farm output
and improving the houschold’s food security as the
result of the productive idea and the financial remit-
tances received from her migrant members.

In another case, a family with three migrants,
both domestic and international, stated that the mi-
grant members discussed among themselves and
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shared information with their families, resulting
in the family engaging in poultry production, with
initial capital from a daughter who had migrated to
Saudi Arabia, and a son in Addis Ababa running the
business, which was used for both selling and di-
rect consumption. This played a positive role in the
household food supply. The regular visits and sup-
port from a migrant in a nearby city, who uses eggs,
chicken, and other items in exchange, were also help-
ful. One international returnee migrant, the head of
the household, stated that he had migrated to sev-
eral places since he was a teenager, eventually settled
in Saudi Arabia, where he had achieved his migra-
tion goals of saving money, gaining experience, and
starting a new business, after returning to his na-
tive place, despite repeated deportations. He further
stated that he began small-scale irrigation, as soon
as he returned, by collaborating with 15 farmers, by
providing water and electricity access, allowing them
to produce twice a year. Aside from that, he built a
modern structured building in a nearby city, where
today it houses a variety of services including two
banks, cafeterias, restaurants, barbershops, grocery
stores, jewellery stores, boutiques, and other small
businesses. He stated that all the houses there are
rented out at reasonable prices, to encourage compa-
ny owners to enhance their financial capability and
living standard, so that they enjoy working in their
community and not looking to move elsewhere. The
head of another household (an international returnee
migrant) who had previously worked in vegetable
farming in a semi-urban area of Saudi Arabia and is
now a successful businessman, claimed that migra-
tion is the source of the household economy, where
the saved income, working exposure, awareness, and
the business in mind upon return, helped him to en-
gage in diversified livelihoods, like dairy production,
cultivating alfa-alfa grass for cows, investing in ur-
ban housing, renting, and so on.

These examples illustrate the benefit of migra-
tion — not only in terms of monetary gain, but also
in terms of increased awareness, experience, and
business ideas that enable migrants to engage in a
variety of income-generating activities, improving
their socio-economic situation and increasing food
security upon return. The social bond between the
immigrant and the family left behind is also a cru-
cial factor when considering the effects of migration.
Based on informant interviews, migration decreases
social attachment in general and care to drain in par-
ticular for elders, elderly people who send all of their
children away are forced to live alone at home and
lack emotional support. The findings indicate the ex-

tended impact of migration beyond remittance and
migrant-sending households, as was also observed
by HOERMANN et al. (2010), it is clear from the results
of the interviews that the social remittances flow
is circular — with households sending local goods
and exchanging information in a continuous com-
munication system. The flow of cash remittances is
likely higher among international migrants, where
the awareness of change and the accumulation of
experiences can be clearly observed in returnee in-
ternational migrants. On the other hand, frequent
visits and remittances in kind, such as with food
remittance and non-local products, are more likely
to be observed with internal migrants when the re-
mittance exchange was circular, due to their relative
proximity and lower transportation costs. It has been
noted in the literature that migration outcomes, such
as social remittance, have a significant impact on the
well-being of houscholds left behind (CoHEN 2011,
CONRADSON & McKay 2007, RiosMENA & MASSEY
2012, Sunam & ADHIKARI 2016). Migration has
transformative power, according to CASTLES (2010)
transforming migrants’ livelihoods in their home
countries by permitting the movement of resourc-
es, experience, capital, and ideas. Furthermore, as
CoHEN (2011) points out, resource and knowledge
transfers are frequently cyclical, showing the re-
ciprocal reliance of migrants and their families left
behind. The results from the present study further
established that migrants have strong socioeconom-
ic and cultural ties to their home in their places of
origin (CONRADSON & McKay 2007, RiosMeENA &
Massey 2012).

4.5 Households’ subjective understanding of
migration outcomes

Houscholds with migration experiences and cur-
rent migrants were asked about their subjective as-
sessments of the effects of migration on their food
security, livelihoods, and overall well-being, as well
as the reasons for their responses. As illustrated in
Table 5, houscholds have distinguished four cate-
gories of migration outcomes: crucial, supportive,
neutral, and deteriorated livelihood. The positive
impact of migration was reported in 15(42%) house-
holds, followed by 14(39%) that included interna-
tional returnee migrants, dominated by a wide range
of migration experiences that significantly impacted
on household food security and well-being. For ex-
ample, in two successful international returning mi-
grants’ households, migration was specifically iden-
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tified as the backbone of the home economy. A few
houscholds 3(8%), on the other hand, indicated that
migration had neither positive nor negative effects,
while 4 (11%) households reported that migration
had exposed them to acute vulnerability (Tab. 5).

The results imply that the houscholds where
the crucial outcome of migration was emphasized
were those that had improved their adaptive ability
through the mobility of family members, had greater
food access, built assets, and met primary houschold
objectives. These households were able to diversify
their sources of income and create financial, social,
human, and physical assets, allowing them to be
more resilient to shocks. The main reasons migra-
tion has a significant impact on the houschold food
security and well-being at the origin were not only
related to access to consumable goods, stationery
materials, health insurance, and clothing and over-
coming emergency costs but were also because of
improved long-term well-being due to e.g. building
better housing, receiving startup capital, diversifying
their livelihoods for additional income generation
and asset-building, facilitated through social remit-
tances. In particular, 2 houscholds with successful
international return migration were proudly recog-
nized for the positive impact of their migration on
their diversified capital development — where the
head of the household had family responsibilities,
pursued a clear strategy to leave home, was deter-
mined to work and saved their income appropriately,
and had a business idea in mind when they returned
home.

It was observed from the results regarding the
supporting influence of migration that it is con-
sidered as survival strategy, where the amounts of
remittances are either small or too irregular to im-
prove household food security or to bring concreate
change to their well-being. Respondents further stat-
ed that, while migration has no significant impact on
household food security or livelihoods, remittances

provide a buffer against critical financial risk and
food shortages in the event of serious illness, crop
failure or animal loss due to drought, environmen-
tal hazards, and other factors. In 4 households with
a low asset base, migrant members fail to achieve
positive results at their destinations, while the fam-
ily pays high migration transaction costs by selling
existing assets, putting a strain on the houschold’s
ability to repay the loan and further eroding its live-
lihood. In a few households, there has been a neutral
impact, where migrants have cither contributed less
to the houschold prior to migration or have substi-
tuted similar values for what the family has lost due
to their migration.

Though it is not possible to assess the net im-
pacts of migration and remittance on household food
security at the origin (REGMI & PAuDEL 2016) from
these findings, it can be observed that, while migra-
tion did not have a significant impact on the food
security of the households left behind, the overall
outcome of migration remained positive. Empirical
evidence from Tigray, Ethiopia (ABaDI et al. 2018)
also found that remittance allowed households to
consume higher-quality and larger quantities of
food, as well as a decrease in the frequency and se-
verity of harmful coping strategies like reducing the
quantity or quality of food consumed. DE Brauw
(2019) demonstrated a significant improvement in
calorie intake due to outmigration. In contrast, a re-
view of Ethiopian socioeconomic surveys showed
that migration has a negative impact on the food
security of migrant-sending houscholds (RIGG et al.
2012). Nonetheless, various findings have indicated
that, overall, migration plays a positive role in house-
hold food security and well-being. For instance, case
studies from India (CHorrHant 2017) and Malawi
(KANGMENNAANG et al. 2018) have demonstrated
how migration was helpful for household food secu-
rity, with migration having positive effects on house-
holds’ asset accumulation and well-being in Malawi.

Tab. 5. The outcome of migration on household food security and well-being at the origin (own data 2018, 2019)

Impact of migration

Migration experience Crucial Supportive Neutral
International & internal migration 3 9 -
International migration 4 4 2
Internal migration 2 1 1
International migration returnee 5 1 -
Total 14 15 3
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Migration — whether domestic or international — has
a variety of implications for household nutrition and
food security, as stated by IvLEVS et al. (2019) who
prepared an outline of the theoretical links between
migration and food security.

It is apparent, therefore, that where the overall
effect of migration varies, this depends on a variety
of determining factors, such as the reasons for mi-
gration, migration selectivity, destination and type
of work, as well as what migrants contribute back
home and what has changed. Migrants who were
the breadwinners of their respective houscholds,
or who left home in search of a job or a better in-
come, were more likely to succeed than those who
migrated due to marriage, peer pressure, dropping
out of school, or migrating in preference for city life,
as the latter factors may result in a lack of a defined
strategy (BELANGER & LiNu 2011). Besides, migrants
who worked in well-paid jobs and sent back multiple
remittances managed better than those who worked
as civil servants, domestic workers, or women who
stayed at home and did not earn any income. As sum-
marized by SAKDAPOLRAK (2014)), a variety of fac-
tors determine the effect of migration on the places
of origin — such as migration’s selectivity (who mi-
grates?), the motivation to migrate (why do people
migrate?), spatial and temporal pattern of migration
(where do people migrate to, and for how long?),
financial and social remittances (what do migrants
send back?) and return migration (who returns, and
what has changed?).

5 Conclusion

This study examines the interrelationship be-
tween migration and food security in Ethiopia’s
Tigray region. The study presents the impacts of
migration on households’ food security through fi-
nancial and social remittance as well as migration-
induced labour loss. It further describes the migra-
tion pattern, distinguishing the migratory population
group, migration driving factors, and what they remit
back and how it is linked to household food secu-
rity at the origin. The results illustrate that, though
migration does not improve houschold food security
significantly, it positively contributes in multiple ways
through cash and social remittances. Furthermore,
remittances provide a buffer against critical financial
risk and food shortages, and improve local farm out-
put by facilitating investment in agricultural inputs,
diversified livelihood, healthcare and better housing
—all of which contribute to households’ food security

in both the short and long term. The study found var-
ious underlying causes, with poverty and food crisis
found to be the root cause of migration and the desire
to improve life as well as searching for job that direct-
ly influences food security are among the important
driving factors. Therefore, the nexus between migra-
tion and food security can be conceptualized from
the perspective of migration-driving factors and the
impact of migration on food security.

The study further found that the flow of social
remittances is circular, with exchanging information
in continuous communications and households send-
ing local goods. Moreover, the flow of cash remit-
tances is likely higher among international migrants,
whereas, frequent visits and remittances in kind, such
as food remittances and non-local products, are prob-
ably to be observed. The interplay between migration
and food security has been found to be reciprocal re-
lationship, as migration had two-sided implications
for houschold food security: migration in response
to food insecurity and migration as a vulnerability
to houschold food insecurity. The results presented
in this study ultimately illustrated that remittances
are not only useful for satisfying the basic needs of
households, like food and housing; they are also used
to invest in economic aspects such as small-scale
businesses which, in turn, improves the well-being of
the household. Hence, there is a need for policymak-
ers to reinforce remittances and migrant engagement
in the development effort and integrate the potential
effect of remittances into capital investment.
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