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Rural-to-urban migration is contributing to 
poverty reduction in Bolivia, but it also poses 
new challenges. La Paz, Bolivia (C. Devenish)

Current population and migration 
dynamics in mountains
Migration in mountain regions is taking place, but to what extent? 
An overview of population changes based on a global population 
model provides tentative indications on recent trends of people’s 
movements. Census-based, mountain-specific information is key to 
understanding how the local situation in mountains, the respective 
country’s socio-economic context and its migration history influ-
ence migration today. Examples from Nepal, Georgia, Rwanda and 
Bolivia illustrate the diversity of migration patterns. 

Global overview of population changes
What is the scale of migration to and from mountain regions, and how does mi-
gration differ according to region? While there are now more data available on 
migration in general – particularly on international migration – the specific case of 
migration from and to mountains remains undocumented at the global scale. A 
comparison of the worldwide spatial distribution of population between 2000 and 
2015 based on a model [1] provides a tentative overview of the population dynam-
ics in mountains. These changes are the compound result of people’s mobility and 
natural population growth rates (fertility and mortality rates) in a given area, e.g. in 
mountains. The findings must therefore be interpreted with caution and cannot be 
understood as the results of migration flows alone. 

Remarkably, the population growth in mountain areas – if all seven mountain class-
es are considered (see Box on p. 15) – corresponds to the worldwide population 
growth between 2000 and 2015 of close to 20 percent. However, the pattern of 
population change in mountain areas varies from country to country. It reflects the 
high diversity of mountain environments and socio-economic, cultural and political 
conditions, and is the result not only of the recent but also of the long-term popula-
tion development in a country. Figure 2 contrasts the relative population changes 
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in mountains with the changes in lowland areas of a given country, while Figure 3 
compares the population changes in cities and outside cities in mountains (for defi-
nition of cities, see Box on p. 15). Despite the differences, we can observe a few 
trends between 2000 and 2015: 
•  Of all countries with mountain areas, nearly two-thirds are experiencing 

lower population growth there than in the lowlands. Some countries have 
a very large difference in relative population changes in mountain and lowland 
areas. Nepal, for example, is facing negative growth of its mountain population 
and a large increase in its lowland population. This significant difference cannot be 
explained by a decrease in birth rates alone and therefore indicates a movement of 
people from highlands to lowlands. The remaining countries with mountain areas 
– more than a third of the total – are experiencing a higher population growth 
in their mountain areas than in the lowlands, but with no discernible geographic 
pattern.

•  In mountain areas, population growth in cities is generally higher than 
outside cities. In line with the global trend, urban growth rates in mountains 
are higher than the overall population increase. Rural-to-urban migration is 
the most likely cause of this dynamic, and is particularly pronounced in African 
mountain areas (e.g. Rwanda), where urbanization rates are higher than in other 
mountain regions. This can be explained by the overall higher population growth 
rates in Africa coupled with a level of urbanization that is still relatively low. In 
Latin America, although the urbanization rate is low, the absolute increase in city 
dwellers is high (e.g. in Bolivia), as the share of the population living in Andean 
cities is already very high.

•  A few countries face a decline in the mountain population in urban  areas. 
This is particularly so in Eastern Europe and Western Asia, where countries face 
an overall population decrease (e.g. Georgia, Armenia), due to either emigration 
or a low birth rate. 

•  Population changes in mountains vary markedly according to elevation. 
An analysis by FAO [2] of population dynamics between 2000 and 2012 shows 
that the population decreased by more than one-third in the highest elevation 
class (> 4 500 m), while the population increase was highest in mountain areas 
between 1 500 and 2 500 m.

Country-specific migration patterns
At the country level, census data and specific surveys on migration provide in-depth 
insights into people’s movement from, within and to mountain regions. However, 
these data are often disaggregated by administrative units (districts, provinces) and 
not along mountain boundaries, limiting the scope of a mountain-specific analysis. 
In addition, the data can only partially reveal the different spatial and temporal 
patterns of seasonal or circular migration. For Nepal, Rwanda, Georgia and Bo-
livia, spatial population and migration data enable the analysis of migration dynam-
ics from and within their mountain areas, i.e. the Hindu Kush Himalayas, Eastern 
Rift mountains, the Caucasus and the Andes (see pp. 16–23). These geographi-
cally spread-out examples reveal some migration characteristics shared with other 
countries in their region. Some characteristics, however, are unique – and specific 
to their socio-economic, institutional and environmental context as well as their 
 migration history.
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Population change in mountains
and lowlands
between 2000 and 2015

25% increase in population

in mountains*

*Mountain regions comprise the seven classes as defined by Kapos et al. [3] 

in lowlands

Share of mountain population in 2000
     ≤ 5% but > 500 000 people in mountains

  6 – 20%

21 – 40%

41 – 60%

61 – 80%

     > 80%

Population change
between 2000 and 2015

25% decrease in population

People living in mountain cities*:
change between 2000 and 2015

Change between 2000 and 2015

50% increase 

Growth in population living in mountain cities 

Growth in mountain population living outside 
of cities (in rural and small urban areas)

Share of mountain population 
living in mountain cities in 2000

   1 – 15% or > 500 000 people

 16 – 30%

 31 – 45%

 46 – 60%

      > 60%

50% decrease 

* Mountain cities: cities with a population density > 1 500 inhabitants or a density of built-up 
areas > 50% per km2 and a minimum of 50 000 inhabitants [2]. Mountains defined according to [3].
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Figure 3. People living in mountain cities: change between 2000 and 2015. Map by Jürg Krauer, Susanne Wymann 
von Dach and Manuel Abebe. Data source: [2]

Figure 2. Population change in mountains and lowlands between 2000 and 2015. Map by Jürg Krauer, Susanne 
Wymann von Dach and Manuel Abebe. Data source: [2]

Mapping recent population changes 

To map recent population changes in mountain areas and compare 
them with changes in the lowland areas, we superimposed the Global 
Human Settlement Layer (GHSL) by the Joint Research Centre of the 
European Commission [1] with a mountain map according to Kapos 
et al. [3] at two time-points, 2000 and 2015 respectively. The GHSL 
depicts the spatial distribution of population based on census data and 
built-up areas. 

Based on the GHSL 
model we distinguish 
between 

•  Cities: contiguous cells with a density > 1 500 inhabit-
ants or a density of built-up areas > 50% per km2  
and a minimum of 50 000 inhabitants. 

•  Outside cities: small urban areas (contiguous cells with 
a density > 300 inhabitants per km2 and a minimum of 
5 000 inhabitants) and rural areas (cells outside large 
and small urban areas). 

The mountain  
delineation comprises 
seven classes:

1. Elevation > 4 500 m

2. Elevation 3 500–4 500 m

3. Elevation 2 500–3 500 m

4. Elevation 1 500–2 500 m and slope > 2°

5.  Elevation 1 000–1 500 m and slope > 5° or local 
 elevation range (7 km radius) of > 300 m

6.  Elevation 300–1 000 m and or local elevation range  
(7 km radius) of > 300 m

7. Isolated inner basins/plateau < 25 km2
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Context

Nepal is spread across three ecological zones: the Mountains (high Himalayas), the 
Hills and the Tarai (the lowlands in the South). The high Himalayas and the Hills 
roughly correspond to the seven mountain classes defined by Kapos et al. [2].

Traditionally, Nepali people moved within their country – from rural to rural areas 
and to the few cities – but also to India. For a long time, the statistics did not re-
flect the movements to India. Moreover, the level of urbanization was one of the 
lowest in South Asia [3]. However, the mobility pattern has significantly changed 
in the last decades. The civil war (1996–2006) accelerated people’s movement to 
more secure urban centres. Today, Nepal’s urbanization rate is among the highest 
in the region [3], leading to a shrinking rural population in the mountains. About 
22 percent of households in the Mountains zone and 28 percent in the Hills zone 
report at least one member as absent [4].

International migration

•  Emigration has become an important economic factor. In the context of 
Nepal’s economic liberalization, the Foreign Employment Act of 1985 facili-
tated labour migration abroad, especially to the Gulf States, while migration to 
India remained important. In 2011, 80 percent of the 1.9 million international 
migrants moved for employment. In 2017, remittances corresponded to 29 per-
cent of Nepal’s GDP, nearly four times what tourism contributes to Nepal’s GDP. 
Salaries in India are often lower than those in the Gulf States, so less money is 
sent home. But India provides access to health care and schooling, and having 
one less person in the household takes pressure off the household budget. 

•  Fewer remittances for the high Himalayas. People from the high Himalayas 
are less likely to migrate abroad than people from the Hills: 5.7 percent compared 
to 8.7 percent of the people. Overall, only 8 percent of the remittances flow to 
the high Himalayas, 36 percent to the Hills and 56 percent to the Tarai [5].
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Population change in Nepal

The population model indicates that 
between 2000 and 2015 Nepal’s moun-
tain population decreased by 2 percent, 
while the overall population increased 
by 20 percent. In 2015, about half of 
the country’s 28.3 million residents lived 
in mountain areas. Rural mountain areas 
saw a decline in their population, while 
cities grew substantially.

The surface of the two squares represents the country’s total population in 2000 and 2015, the surface of the rectangles 
the population in the respective contexts. The change in size is proportional to the respective population change.
Data source: [1]; mountains comprise all seven Kapos classes [2]

Nepal: Migration to mountain cities, 
 lowlands and abroad
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•  Young men represent the largest group of international migrants. Close 
to 88 percent of the international migrants are men, mostly between 15 and 29 
years old. Members of wealthier families are considerably more likely to migrate 
than members of poor households. However, the poorer the household, the 
more likely a member is to migrate abroad, often as an unskilled or semi-skilled 
worker to India [5]. 

Migration within Nepal

Internal migration remains important, with 57 percent of all absent household 
members moving within Nepal [5].
•  People mainly move from rural areas in the mountains to the lowlands 

and cities [3]; the major urban destinations are the Kathmandu valley and 
Pokhara. Increasingly, people are also moving to emerging new urban areas, 
particularly in the lowlands [7]. Rural-to-rural migration remains important 
mainly for family reasons.

•  Many internal migrants are young and from wealthy households. Nearly 
half of all internal migrants are aged between 15 and 29. About 35 percent of 
internal migrants belong to the wealthiest households; only 7.5 percent belong 
to the poorest [5]. 

•  Reasons for internal migration differ between women and men. The ma-
jority of internal migrants are women [4]. They mainly move for family reasons 
(70 percent), while men move for work (31 percent), family reasons (31 per-
cent), education and study (21 percent) [5].
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Nepal’s balance of emigration 
and immigration. A negative 
net migration rate means more 
people emigrate than immi-
grate. The increase in emigra-
tion coincides with the Foreign 
Employment Act of 1985.

Data source: [6]
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Context

Rwanda is a hilly and mountainous country and has one of the highest popula-
tion densities in Africa. It is part of the Eastern Rift mountains, which are rich 
in high-potential farming areas, a charasteristic that sets them apart from most 
other mountain regions in the world. However, population growth in the moun-
tains puts pressure on agricultural land in a country in which the primary sector 
dominates, employing three-quarters of the workforce. This is also reflected in one 
of the lowest levels of urbanization worldwide (17 percent). Rwanda’s economic 
development and poverty reduction strategy (2013–2018) has facilitated urbani-
zation and the development of other cities, as a means of propelling economic 
growth. The actual urbanization rate might be substantially higher than official 
figures indicate [3]. 

International migration

•  Emigration is not a major livelihood strategy, nor does the flow of remit-
tances contribute considerably to Rwanda’s economy. Between 2007 and 2017, 
remittances corresponded to only 1–3 percent of GDP [4]. 

•  Internal conflicts in the early 1960s and the civil war in the early 1990s forced 
hundreds of thousands of people to flee the country. Since then, more than 
3 million people have returned to Rwanda. 

•  Immigration of foreign-born people is low and accounts for about 3 per-
cent of the Rwandan population. They mainly settle in urban areas and do not 
contribute substantially to the population pressure in rural mountainous areas.
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Population change in Rwanda
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The population model indicates that  
between 2000 and 2015 Rwanda’s 
mountain population increased by 
45 percent, while overall population 
growth was slightly lower. In 2015, 
about 90 percent of Rwanda’s 11.6 mil-
lion inhabitants lived in mountainous 
areas. Rwanda’s mountains are an 
area of high agricultural potential, and 
extremely densely populated.

The surface of the two squares represents the country’s total population in 2000 and 2015, the surface of the rectangles 
the population in the respective contexts. The change in size is proportional to the respective population change.
Data source: [1]; mountains comprise all seven Kapos classes [2]

 
Rwanda: Rural-to-rural migration prevails 
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Migration within Rwanda

There is little internal migration in Rwanda: less than 10 percent of the popula-
tion changed their district of residence between 2011 and 2014. Push factors for 
migration in rural areas were land scarcity and a lack of public services, while in 
urban areas it was the high cost of living. Well-educated people tended to move 
to urban areas, while less educated people lacking suitable skills mainly sought 
economic opportunities and employment in rural areas. 

Rwanda’s main migration pattern is as follows:
•  The dominant form of migration is rural to rural, accounting for 34 percent 

of internal migrants. Urban-to-rural migration accounts for 27 percent, while 
rural-to-urban migration accounts for only 20 percent of all people migrating 
internally [3].

•  People move from densely populated to less populated districts. The 
densely populated North, West and South Provinces with higher mountain 
ranges experienced higher outmigration than in-migration. The less densely 
populated East Province, with lower mountain ranges, had a net positive in-
migration of more than 860 000 people [6].

•  Urbanization has played a positive role in economic development. Kigali 
City, Rwanda’s capital, recorded a positive net migration of slightly more than 
600 000 people between 2011 and 2014 [6]. Migration to urban areas has 
contributed to poverty reduction [7].

•  Migrants were just as likely to be female or male, most of them in the 
20–29 age range. Women tend to relocate to rural areas, while men move to 
cities. Due to the generally high birth rate and limited migration, there has been 
no pronounced aging of the non-migrating population in the mountains [6].
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gration and immigration. 
Negative net migration means 
more people emigrate than 
immigrate. Emigration at its 
peak was triggered by the civil 
war in the early 1990s.

Data source: [5]
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Context

Georgia’s landscape is dominated by the Greater and Lesser Caucasus ranges, 
which cover close to 80 percent of the country’s territory. Georgia has experi-
enced a significant decrease in population since the demise of the Soviet Union in 
December 1991. This political disruption severely affected Georgia’s economy and 
led to an almost complete breakdown in industry and large-scale agriculture, with 
high rates of unemployment and exorbitant inflation. The situation was further 
exacerbated by political tension and open conflicts with Russia over Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia [3]. The current population decline is affecting rural and urban areas 
in both highlands and lowlands and is the combined result of high international as 
well as internal migration and a low birth rate. 

International migration

•  Emigration has been high and remittances have helped to meet basic 
needs. In 2016, emigrants numbered 98 288 (55 255 men and 43 033 women) 
in a population of about 3.7 million [4]. The high emigration results in remit-
tances exceeding US$ 1 billion a year, equivalent to 10–12 percent of Georgia’s 
GDP in recent years. In half of all households with emigrants, remittances made 
up 50–75 percent of the family’s budget [4]. However, it is mainly the wealthier 
households who benefit; only about 4 percent of the poorest households re-
ceive remittances [5]. A large share of remittances is used to meet basic needs 
like food, clothing and healthcare, whereas hardly any money is invested in 
business development [4].

•  Those who emigrate tend to have a high level of education, but emigra-
tion does not help to further enhance their education. About 75 percent of 
emigrants were 20 to 54 years old [4]. 
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The population model indicates that 
between 2000 and 2015 Georgia’s 
mountain population decreased by 
19 percent. This is slightly higher than 
the overall decline of the country’s 
population. In 2015, 58 percent of the 
country’s residents lived in mountainous 
areas. The population model does not 
capture the full extent of outmigration. 
Our global comparison uses another 
definition of mountains than the 
 Georgian government does.

The surface of the two squares represents the country’s total population in 2000 and 2015, the surface of the rectangles 
the population in the respective contexts. The change in size is proportional to the respective population change.
Data source: [1]; mountains comprise all seven Kapos classes [2]

Georgia: Outmigration from mountains and 
lowlands 
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•  Rural areas in higher mountains had a low rate of emigrants between 
2002 and 2014 [7]. Most international migrants come from urban areas, par-
ticularly from Tbilisi. This can be linked to the significantly higher unemploy-
ment rate in urban areas (27 percent) than in rural areas (8 percent) [5], but 
also to previous outmigration: many left rural areas already before 2002. Elderly 
people in rural mountain areas are less likely to migrate abroad. 

Migration within Georgia

In 2014, nearly 20 percent of the people declared that they had lived in a different 
place of residence for 12 months or more. Thus internal migration remains impor-
tant and affects mountain areas, even though it has slowed down since 2009 [8]. 
•  Rural-to-urban migration prevails, but the pattern is more complex: urban-

to-urban and rural-to-rural movements are also important. More women than 
men migrate internally.

•  High outmigration from the mountains. Mountainous regions belong to 
areas with the highest population decreases (Racha-Lechkhumi and Kvemo 
Svaneti [–37 percent] and Samegrelo-Zemo Svaneti [–29 percent]). This points 
to the depopulation trend in the mountains [4]. 

•  Internally displaced persons (IDPs) constitute a major group of migrants. 
More than 268 000 people had to leave their homes due to the two conflicts 
with Russia between 1991–1993 and in 2008. There are slightly more women 
and more young and middle-aged persons among the IDPs [4].

•  5 000 households are officially considered “eco-migrants”, having been 
forced to leave their homes due to natural hazards, which Georgia’s mountain 
areas are highly prone to [4].
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Georgia’s balance of emigra-
tion and immigration. Nega-
tive net migration means more 
people emigrate than immi-
grate. The significant increase 
in emigration was driven by 
the demise of the Soviet Union 
in December 1991.

Data source: [6]
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Context

The Andes and their foothills cover more than a third of Bolivia and are home to 
about two-thirds of Bolivia’s population. For rural people in Bolivia, migration and 
transhumance have always been important strategies enabling them to harness 
resources at different altitudes. The Spanish colonization triggered migration of 
indigenous people to remote places or to cities. In the 19th century, new mining 
sites for tin attracted people from other places, eventually leading to an economic 
boom that fuelled the growth of cities like La Paz and Cochabamba. Since the 
national revolution in 1952, the government has promoted settlement in the An-
dean foothills and lowlands through various programmes [3]. The revolution also 
opened up new economic opportunities for a broader social stratum. Economic 
growth, driven by the extractive industries, as well as decentralization processes 
and urbanization have significantly reduced poverty and inequality [4, 5, 6]. At the 
same time, Bolivia’s population has grown rapidly. 

International migration

•  Emigration has been increasing since the beginning of the 20th century. 
Many Bolivians emigrated to Argentina, mostly as labourers in the agricultural 
sector. The second most popular destination was Spain, although the economic 
crisis between 2008 and 2014 there has caused many to return. In 2017, the 
official number of emigrants was about 880 000, around half of them women. 
However, other estimates show that up to 2.5 million people or about 25 per-
cent of Bolivia’s population live outside the country [7]. 

•  Urban households receive nearly half of all remittance flows (49 per-
cent), followed by households in rural areas (29 percent) and in peri-urban areas 
(22 percent). In terms of geographic distribution, 42 percent of all remittances 
go to the Sub-Andean valleys, 35 percent to the lowland Llanos region and 
23 percent to the Andean region [8]. While remittances are certainly important 
for the recipient households, overall, they contribute only minimally to the na-
tional economy, corresponding only to 3.5 percent of Bolivia’s GDP in 2017.
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The population model indicates that 
between 2000 and 2015 Bolivia’s  
mountain population increased by 
22 percent – slightly less than overall 
population growth. In 2015, 66 percent 
of the country’s 10.7 million residents 
lived in the mountains. There is a gen-
eral trend of migrating towards cities in 
lowland areas to the east of the Andes.

The surface of the two squares represents the country’s total population in 2000 and 2015, the surface of the rectangles 
the population in the respective contexts. The change in size is proportional to the respective population change.
Data source: [1]; mountains comprise all seven Kapos classes [2]

Bolivia: Growth of mountain population and 
migration to cities
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•  Circular migration, common in some parts of Bolivia, changes the distribu-
tion of wealth and the fabric of local society. Returnees bring back new skills
and ideas.

Migration within Bolivia

Two shocks in the 1980s accelerated rural-to-urban migration: first, a nation-wide 
drought in 1982–1983 that affected part of the Altiplano region and the Sub-
Andean area, and second, an economic crisis in 1984–1985 partly caused by a 
decline in tin prices followed by hyperinflation and an adjustment programme by 
the government [4]. Today, climate change is one of the factors contributing to 
migration from rural areas in the Bolivian Andes.
•  High internal migration from rural to urban areas: approximately every

second head of household is a permanent migrant. Most migrants move from
rural areas to cities (52 percent), or from small towns to larger cities (27 percent)
[9]. Santa Cruz de la Sierra in the lowlands is the most attractive destination, fol-
lowed by El Alto and Cochabamba in the Andean mountains [5]. Urbanization is
also triggered by substantially higher wages in urban than in rural areas. Many
rural areas mainly in the Sub-Andes face a shrinking population.

•  Migrants are more often women, well-educated and young. In most cas-
es, rural and small-town migrants have more years of schooling than those who
do not move. Migrants from rural regions belong to the lower social strata in
large cities. Studies also show that some female migrants in cities face discrimi-
nation in terms of unequal wages. Overall, permanent migrants tend to belong
to the middle class: there is less migration by the poorest of the poor from rural
areas.
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