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What is climate migration?
The movement of people to a new areas because of stressors exacerbated by 
climate impacts (Van Berkel et al, 2022)
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Regions can lose or gain population due to climate migration (Marandi & Main 2021)

Vulnerable city 
(southern Louisiana)

Recipient city
(Orlando, FL)

Climate destination city
(Buffalo, NY)



Recent Migration to Maine
Since July 2020, an estimated 34,200 people 
have migrated to Maine — including 30,642 
domestic migrants and nearly 3,600 
international migrants (US Census). 



Northeast Safe and Thriving for all (NEST)
• NOAA-funded planning grant to scope a potential new 

Climate Adaptation Partnership (formerly called “RISA”) for 
the Upper Northeast region 

• Thematic focus is on this region serving as a destination for 
migration as climate change makes other parts of the 
country and the world less habitable
o Broaden adaptation planning beyond risk mitigation and 

infrastructure resilience. 
o Consider how class and race, governance, and other factors 

affect preparedness for future demographic change

• Three sub-regional teams: 
o Coastal Maine and NH
o Upper Valley of Vermont and NH 
o Rustbelt cities in upstate NY https://cpo.noaa.gov/Divisions-Programs/Climate-and-Societal-Interactions/CAP-RISA/Current-Teams#739083

https://cpo.noaa.gov/Divisions-Programs/Climate-and-Societal-Interactions/CAP-RISA/Current-Teams


Research Questions
RQ 1: Is there interest in understanding climate migration in this 
region? 

RQ 2: What are the potential implications of climate migration? 

RQ 3: What do we need to do to be more prepared for climate 
migration in the future?



Coastal ME & NH meeting March 9, 2023
Co-hosted by: 
o Northeast Safe and Thriving for All (NEST) 

sub-regional team

o NH Coastal Adaptation Workgroup (CAW) 

o ME Climate Change Adaptation Providers 
Network (CCAP)

• An opportunity to learn about and 
discuss human migration in and around 
the region and what it may mean for 
communities over the coming decades.

FMI: 
https://www.nhcaw.org/2023-nh-me-climate-networks-exchange/

https://www.nhcaw.org/2023-nh-me-climate-networks-exchange/


Coastal ME & NH meeting March 9, 2023

75 Participants
✔ Municipal Planners

✔ Climate change experts

✔ Housing services

✔ Immigrant communities

✔ Conservation
3

4

14

6

7 7

5

UNIVERSITY PRIVATE NONPROFIT MUNICIPAL REGIONAL STATE FEDERAL

Organizations represented at ME-NH meeting



Coastal ME & NH meeting March 9, 2023
Agenda
oPresentations on migration in the region

oPanel of professionals who are seeing the impacts of migration in their work 
(e.g., housing, land use planning, coastal planning)

oWorld Café – small group interactive tables focused on how our communities 
can prepare for climate migration

oNetworking

oReflection on the day’s themes and next steps
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World Cafe
• Each table was a community that was 

either increasing or decreasing their 
population

• Participants discussed:
1. What challenges arise in this scenario?
2. What opportunities arise in this scenario?
3. What does a prepared community look like 

in this scenario?
4. What plans, policies and programs do we 

need to be more prepared?



What are the implications of climate migration to 
a community decreasing in population? 

• Cascading effects where the loss of people results in: 
o reduced tax base for the municipality
o reduced planning capacity in the municipality
o loss of services (education, medical, EMS)
o loss of amenities (restaurants, libraries)
o loss of community connection and morale

• More housing becomes available and more affordable

• More opportunities to protect environmental resources

• If prepared, a municipality can leverage their assets and intentionally plan 
for de-growth while building resilience to climate change

Photo: A. Sherwin, 
Tides, Taxes and New Tactics



What are the implications of climate migration 
to a community increasing in population? 

• Rental vacancy rates are extremely low

• Housing prices increase – no longer affordable to ME/NH residents

• Stress on infrastructure (e.g., roads, sewer, water)

• Stress on natural environment

• Culture clashes; social inequities get larger

• Expectations for of services 
(e.g., education, broadband, health care, transit, child & elder care)

• Municipal capacity to respond may be limited

• If prepared, a municipality could bring in youth, more diversity, 
improved services, robust workforce, fresh perspectives and innovation.



What do we need to do to be more prepared 
for climate migration in the future?
• Increase municipal capacity

• Increase density in municipal growth zones

• Plan for climate migration impacts in comprehensive plans 
and/or community resilience plans

• More regional partnerships, planning and capacity building

• State support for planning for climate migration

• Break down silos between environmental and other groups 
like housing; do intersectional planning

• Build and use social capital 

Maine Climate Council Vulnerability Mapping (by ERG)

https://www.maine.gov/future/sites/maine.gov.future/files/inline-files/ERG_MCC_Vol1_VulnMapping_9-1-2020.pdf


What additional challenges exist?
• Data: 

• Who is moving where and why, including at a hyper-
local level

• Who is most impacted and how

• Community-based training in addressing systemic 
inequities

• Affordable housing

Portland Press Herald



Participant Survey Results
What aspects of climate 

migration concern you most?

“Adequate housing, conservation 
of natural resources, and strains on 

infrastructure”

For whom are these concerns 
most relevant?

“Everyone!”

What gaps in data, policy, 
programs or practice are 

priorities to fill?

“More forward-looking land-use 
planning…we will have to be OK 

with planning under uncertainty”



Participant Survey Results
What aspects of climate 

migration or how it’s being 
addressed do you feel most 

optimistic about?

“That the conversation 
has started!”

What are the most important 
steps for a network like this to 

take next?

“Integrate new data as it comes 
in—and keep the 

conversation going”



Overarching Themes
• Complexity - intersection of social, environmental 

& economic factors
• Intentionality & preparedness is key in the face of 

uncertainty
• Need for proactive state efforts to provide support 

and guidance to local preparedness

• Regional collaborations will be essential 
• Community cohesion/social capital – maintaining 

and building it will be very important
• Work on inequities now before they get 

exacerbated by migration



Meeting Outcomes

• Elevated the concept of climate 
migration onto the broader public 
agenda in the region

• Began to develop a systems 
understanding of climate-related 
migration impacts

• Fostered a stronger, more inclusive 
network of partners interested in 
municipal-, regional- and state-level 
preparedness for climate migration



Next Steps for NEST
• Obtain resources to continue these conversations and 

determine our niche in addressing migration

• Identify and reach out to those missing from the March 
9th meeting (e.g., youth, indigenous, natural resource-
based industries, etc.)

• Strategic meetings at local, regional and state levels to 
proactively plan for climate-induced migration

• Scale up: Local Solutions Conference (New England 
wide) – focus on climate migration
o Each of the three NEST regional teams to share outcomes and 

find common themes

https://communityresilience-center.org/conferences/
2023-local-solutions-climate-migration/

https://communityresilience-center.org/conferences/2023-local-solutions-climate-migration/
https://communityresilience-center.org/conferences/2023-local-solutions-climate-migration/
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Thank you! Questions?
Vanessa Levesque, University of Southern Maine, 

vanessa.r.levesque@maine.edu

Dave Reidmiller, Gulf of Maine Research Institute, 
dreidmiller@gmri.org

Julia Peterson, NH Sea Grant and UNH Cooperative Extension, 
julia.peterson@unh.edu

mailto:vanessa.r.levesque@maine.edu
mailto:dreidmiller@gmri.org
mailto:julia.peterson@unh.edu

