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Climate Change & Migration in Coastal Orissa 

‘Who would not choose to stay home?’ 
 

A journey to the villages of Tandahara, Udayakani and Abadan  
(Astaranga and Kakatpur Block, Puri District) 

 
Edited by Orlane Mathieu Maincent & Tommaso Casati for OSVSWA  

 

 

Disclaimer: the article was written before the cyclone FANI hit Coastal Orissa in April 2019. This amplifies the relevance of the article  

as the cyclone intensified the vulnerability of the communities while reasserting their exposure to climate events, proven to increase in 

frequency and intensity due to climate change.  
 

 

ABSTRACT 

The state of Odisha, located on the Eastern coast of India, 

has always been prone to natural disasters: from heat 

waves to cyclones, from droughts to floods. Coastal 

settlements in Odisha are on the frontline of climate 

change: rising sea levels, accompanied by stronger sea 

waves and currents are reshaping the coastlines, 

inundating and even submerging many low-lying areas. In 

addition, sea spray (sand and salt) progressively   

contaminates land and fields, leading to soil infertility and 

crop failure. 

The villages of Tandahar, Udayakani (Astarang Block) 

and Abadan (Kakatpur Block), situated in the District of  

 

Puri, were selected to be the focus of the present article, 

based on three main criteria: 1. Dependence on climate 

and eco-systems services: rain-fed agriculture and fishing 

as major sources of income 2. Distance from the coast 

(exposure), 3. Remoteness and vulnerability (facilities, 

services and accessibility).  

As the issues of the three targeted villages are very similar 

to those affecting numerous other remote villages along 

the coast, the target areas can be taken as a quite accurate 

representation of the situation of coastal Odisha in its 

entirety – and even beyond.  
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Villagers’ everyday life has become increasingly 

challenging since the 1999 super cyclone, which 

represented a real turning point for the people of Odisha, 

revealing their direct exposure to climate change. 

They have been struggling with fast and slow onset 

disasters, leading to severe food insecurity, loss of 

livelihood and scarcity of fresh water, among others. This 

adds on hardship to the already prevalent lack of basic 

services and amenities, as well as to their vulnerable 

economic condition.  

This article aims to shed light on the worsening effects of 

climate change on the coastal rural communities of 

Coastal Odisha and contribute to raise awareness on 

climate change as a push factor for migration. We believe 

that the nexus between climate change and migration, 

especially in India, has been often overlooked and not 

adequately investigated. 

Migration has represented the major coping strategy for 

these villagers. At least one member of each household, 

usually a young male, is forced to move within or without 

Odisha in search of an alternative income to provide for 

their family.  

As distressed migrants, with no other choice but leave the 

village to send money back to their families, these people 

are in majority low-skilled and vulnerable, often exploited 

and exposed to important right violations.  

Even with expected out-migration, development strategies 

to support people to adapt locally (where still possible) 

both in terms of structural interventions and livelihood-

based adaptation, will be increasingly needed.  

Where local adaptation shows its limitation and there is no 

other choice other than migrating, well-planned and safe 

migration can be a successful adaptation strategy. 

 

INTRODUCTION: UNDERSTANDING THE NEXUS 

CLIMATE CHANGE - MIGRATION 

In recent times, international migration and its 

consequences for source and destination countries has 

been on the top of the global agenda. However, there is 

increasing recognition and evidence that far more people 

are migrating within their own countries than across 

borders. Internal migration being extremely difficult to 

monitor, very limited documentation and data are 

available on that matter. People move for many reasons, 

notably economic, social, political, and environmental.  

These causes being often interlinked and interrelated. 

Nowadays, climate change has started to be recognized 

as a strong push factor for an increasing number of 

people who are compelled to move away, from fragile 

and disaster-prone, to safer and more viable areas.  

 

Climate Change is one of the most complex, multi-

dimensional and pressing challenges the global 

community is currently facing. The adverse effects of 

climate change (crop failure, water and soil salinization, 

sea level rise, air and sea temperature rise, coastal erosion, 

depletion of fish stock) push people to migrate out of 

distress, creating ever-increasing challenges for human 

development and planning.  

 

The dimension of internal climate-induced migration 

is foreseen to keep growing considerably unless 

concerted climate and development action is taken.   

 

However, the nexus between climate change and 

migration is far from simple and direct. In analysing push 

and pull factors determining migration, climate change-

specific ones are often difficult to isolate from other 

challenges, emerging prima facie as economic ones. This 

is because, indeed, climate change acts as a risk 

multiplier for economic, social, cultural and political 

factors, exacerbating pre-existing vulnerabilities. 

Vulnerable people have the fewest opportunities to adapt 

locally or to move away from risk and, when moving, 

often do so as a last resort. Others, even more vulnerable, 

will be unable to move, trapped in increasingly unviable 

areas. Let us illustrate it by discussing the reality of 

climate change induced migration in Odisha. 

 

 

ODISHA STATE:  STRUCTURAL CHALLENGES 

HOT BED FOR INCREASED VULNERABILITY 

  

Odisha is the eleventh most populous state in India as per 

the 2011 Census with 41 million people contributing 3.47 

percent to the total population of India. With almost 85% 

of the population living in rural areas, the state of Odisha 

experiences issues of extreme poverty (32.6% living 

below the poverty line in 2011-2012), severe rural 

underdevelopment and lack of livelihood opportunities. 

Although the percentage of GDP related to agriculture 

within Odisha’s economy is sharply declining, the sector 

still employs the majority of the workforce (61.8%). 

Among the rural population, Scheduled Tribes (ST) and 

Scheduled Castes (SC) together constitute nearly 40% of 

the State’s total Population. 
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The State has always been prone to natural disasters: from 

heat waves to cyclones, from droughts to floods. From 

1901 to 1981 Odisha experienced 380 cyclones, 272 of 

which resulted from depressions in the Bay of Bengal. 

According to State Government’s data, between 1963 and 

1999, Odisha experienced 13 major disasters, which killed 

22,228 people and rendered 342,100 people homeless. The 

1999 super cyclone was one of the most extreme natural 

disasters that Odisha has witnessed. In addition to more 

than one million of homes damaged, 2.5 million of people 

stranded and millions of tons of crop destroyed, 9,887 lives 

were lost, according to the India Meteorological 

Department (other sources reported a death toll as high as 

30,000). 

 

Apart from fast onset disasters, such as floods and 

cyclones, climate change effects can also be slow and 

harder to identify, hence to mitigate. Droughts are a major 

reason for displacement in Odisha and are likely to 

intensify in the future. Coastal Odisha is witnessing 

accelerated sea level rise, increasing sea surface 

temperature, groundwater salinization and land and forest 

degradation, which are generating devastating effects on 

the local communities. 

Consequently, an increasing number of people are being 

forced to move away from home every year, either 

permanently or seasonally, to other districts in Odisha or 

to other Indian states in search of alternative sources of 

income. While there is no reliable data on intra-state 

migration, the number of interstate migrants has almost 

tripled from 2007 (55 thousand) to 2015 (146 thousand), 

according to Government data.  

This migration phenomenon, which is driven primarily by 

distressed living conditions, involves mostly less skilled 

rural people, who, due to their vulnerability, are often 

exploited and deprived of their rights.  

 

EVERYDAY STRUGGLES OF THE COMMUNITIES 

LIVING IN TANDAHAR, UDAYAKANI AND ABADAN 

 

In Odisha, coastal settlements are indeed on the frontline 

of climate change. Rising sea levels, accompanied by 

stronger waves and currents are reshaping the coastlines, 

inundating and even sometimes submerging many low-

lying areas. In addition, sea spray (containing sand and 

 Source: OSDMA 

 Source: OSDMA 

Focus Group in Tandahara, 2019 
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salt) contaminates land and fields, leading to soil infertility 

and crop failure.  
 

 
 

Odisha is situated along the East Coast, embedded by the 

Bay of Bengal, and has a coastline of 480 km long. It 

includes the six coastal districts of Balasore, Bhadrak, 

Kendrapara, Jagatsinghpur, Puri and Ganjam, occupying 

an area of around 23,000 km2, where 10 major rivers enter 

into the Bay of Bengal, creating numerous islands and 

deltas; with an exceptional biodiversity and fragile 

ecosystems.  

 
Tandahara and Udayakani are villages located in the 

Astaranga Block, while Abadan is in Kakatpur, both being 

part of the district of Puri. All three are remote villages, 

quite far from any main road or settlement. Due to rural 

inaccessibility, inhabitants in the aforementioned villages 

struggle with the lack of basic services and amenities.  

 

Through our work in the villages, a significant amount of 

information and testimonies were collected on their 

current situation and how their living conditions have 

evolved in the last decades. Research has been conducted 

in the form of group discussions and one-to-one interviews 

with women, men and the elderly, in order to gather 

perspectives from across the community.  

 

 

Tandahara: soil degradation and crop failures 
 

The village of Tandahara is located approximately 500 

meters from the coast. It has a population of around 550 

people, living in 100 households. From the main road, it 

takes 30 mins to reach the village on a bumpy and narrow 

road, built by the Government only 2-3 years ago. Basic 

services accessibility is one of the main issues affecting all 

aspects of the villagers’ everyday life. The closest health 

facility is located 20km away while the nearest market 

(where they can sell their production as well as buy first 

necessity items) is located 15km away. The bank, where 

they collect remittances from migrating family members, 

is about 12 km away. The village has only one primary 

school, while youth attending higher education have to 

walk a few kilometres. Since public transportation is 

unavailable and the quality of the roads is poor, moving 

around is quite challenging and requires a lot of time, 

considering that not all villagers can afford a motorbike 

(let alone a car).  

These elements will help assessing the initial structural 

vulnerability of the studies communities.  

 

For decades, most villagers have been living out of rice 

cultivation. Bus as such activity depends mostly on rain-

fed agriculture, it has been heavily affected by the changes 

of climate and extreme weather events. Due to floods and 

droughts, it is increasingly more difficult for families to 

earn a stable and sufficient income.  

 

 
Dry rice fields, Tandahara, 2019 

 
Moreover, the rise of the sea-level is having devastating 

effects on the village, causing destructive coastal erosion, 

wetland flooding, aquifer and agricultural soil 

contamination with salt, and lost habitat for fish, birds, 

and plants. 

 

As an example, the prolonged periods of drought and the 

contamination of groundwater have severely affected the 

prawn aquaculture, which once was an important source 

of income for the village. Prawn culture basins have been 

left totally abandoned.  
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Additionally, rising sea level is affecting vital resources 

such as drinking water, salt 

contaminating ground water 

as well as ponds. People have 

no choice but to drink salty 

and turbid water, which in 

turn has negative health 

consequences, notably skin, 

digestive and respiratory 

diseases. In Tandahara, there 

are six working 

public wells.  

 

The lab analysis 

conducted on the 

samples revealed 

extremely high levels 

of turbidity, 

conductivity and 

chloride, along with 

acidic PH.   

 

 

 

Udayakani: 1999 super cyclone and forced 

relocation 
 

Udayakani, a village just adjacent to Tandahara, inhabited 

by approximately 400 people, presents similar 

characteristics in terms of access to basic services, 

dependence on agriculture and poor quality of drinking 

water. 

However, due to its former seacoast geography and 

orientation, the village has been way more impacted than 

Tandahara during the 1999 super cyclone: it has been 

indeed completely destroyed.  

After spending 8 months in tents, it took the villagers 1 to 

2 years to rebuild their homes, this time 1 km further away 

from the coast, in order to reduce their risk exposure. Most 

families decided to reconstruct their houses within their 

portion of land while others decided to migrate 

permanently to nearby villages. As villagers carried out 

the relocation by themselves, without any planning or 

assistance from public authorities, today Udayakani looks 

like a collection of scattered houses, creating a stark visual 

contrast with the unified structure of the nearby village.  

 

However, despite the further inland relocation, the village 

is not out of danger. In fact, during high tide, the sea water 

comes as close as 60 metres to the village. During 

cyclones, the seawater reaches and floods the villages at 

least 2 to 3 times a year, damaging 150 hectares of fields. 

Submerged fields then require 2 to 3 years to fully recover 

and become cultivable again. According to the villagers, 

the Government promised to build an embankment to 

protect the village from flooding but it is yet to be 

achieved.   

 

Abadan (previously known as Telikuda): a fishermen 

village suffering from fish stock depletion 

 

The village of Abadan, a community of fishermen, is 

located around 5 km away from the coast. Like in the other 

turbid, causing several health issues.  They too do not have 

access to basic services at a reasonable distance.  

 

While not being directly located on the coastline, the 

community is still heavily impacted by climate change 

effects on the ecosystems. The depletion of fish stock, due 

to rising water temperature and change in currents, both in 

the rivers and the sea, is heavily affecting their livelihood, 

fishing being their major income generating activity. A 

sharp decrease in the quantity of fish has been registered 

in the last two decades, with the 1999 super cyclone as a 

turning point.  
Some of the villagers slowly diversify their activity in 

agriculture and husbandry, but it is still not enough to 

provide for their families.  

 

 

 

Migrating as a way to stay: the paradox of seasonal 

migration as an adaptation strategy at household level  

 

Focus group discussions with the villagers clearly 

revealed the heavy toll that climate change has had on 

these three rural communities. In the last years, notably 

after the 1999 super cyclone, they have witnessed a rapidly 

changing climate and environment, notably, a decrease in 

rainfall during monsoon season, more intense heat waves, 

increasing water salinization and coastal erosion that has 

progressively swallowed hundreds of meters of land and 

forest, as well as fast depletion of fish stocks in oceans and 

rivers.  

 

Villagers put in place adaptation mechanisms in order to 

locally build resilience towards climate change. As an 

example, in Tandahara farmers started to cultivate beetle 

leaves, which do not require much fresh water, in 

comparison to others crops (sugar cane and vegetables). 

Selling such leaves (main ingredient for the famous 

“paan” appreciated as an after-meal treat) to the nearby 

markers allow them to have an alternative source of 
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income.  Rice, which requires a copious amount of water, 

is now grown during the rainy season only.  

The communities, with the help of the local government 

and grassroot organisations, is working on solutions to 

mitigate the adverse effects of climate change. In addition 

to an embankment to prevent sea water from flooding the 

settlement, the villagers are starting a new plantation 

program, as the trees previously planted were all washed 

away by floods. Moreover, every year, with governmental 

support, the estuary of the river is being relocated in order 

to limit land flooding during the cyclone season.  

 

However, without any 

comprehensive action 

plan for local adaptation, 

such measures taken at 

community level are not 

enough to mitigate the 

adverse impact of 

climate change. Indeed, 

the environment is 

changing faster than 

their capacity to adapt.  

 

 

Consequently, (seasonal) migration, appears as a 

necessary coping mechanism for many families when all 

options for income generation in the village seem to have 

failed. The decision to send a family member away for 

work, usually a young male, is taken at household level, 

as the only way for the rest of the family to be able to stay 

home.   

 

The focus group discussions highlighted that very few 

men used to migrate for work outside the village before 

1999, while today most young males have no choice but 

to find wage employment in nearby or further away urban 

settlements, notably Bhubaneswar or Puri, Bangalore, 

Chennai or Surat, etc.  

 

Most of the migrant workers are recruited through a 

relative, an intermediary from the village or through a 

recommendation (network) from a family member or a 

friend. They work mostly in textile industry, plastic and 

iron factories, construction and restaurants: all kind of 

labour-intensive jobs, requiring low qualification. 

It is important to note that the patterns of migration have 

evolved since then. Initially, migrant workers were going 

away seasonally, for 3 to 6 months a year. The income 

earned away from home coupled with field work during 

the rainy season used to be enough to sustain the family. 

Today, due to the increasingly more severe effects of 

climate change, labour migrants have no other choice but 

migrating for much longer periods, described usually as 

11 months a year. The “seasonal” migration has now 

become permanent.  

 

Nevertheless, while migration can be a positive coping 

mechanism to climatic shocks, significant issues were 

highlighted by the villagers which are clear indicators of 

an exploitative working environment. It came out that 

many employers are taking advantage of the worker’s 

situation, knowing that their options are limited.  

 

The lack of a written contract (very common across India, 

where the informal economy still accounts for more than 

80 per cent of non-agricultural employment) clearly 

exacerbates the workers’ vulnerability, leaving them at the 

mercy of the employer.  

 

Indeed, almost all interviewees were not entitled to paid 

sick leave, had excessively long working hours (most of 

them work 12 hours a day for 6 or 7 days a week - which 

goes against labour laws) and didn’t have the right of 

compensation for work-related injuries.  

 

All migrant workers interviewed complained about their 

poor salary (from 6,000 to 10,000 INR per month), which 

is not enough to provide for their families. Moreover, they 

all reported being accommodated in overcrowded 

accommodations, sharing a room with other 8 to 10 people 

or not having a room at all (hotel employees usually sleep 

next to the reception counter). Even more alarming, some 

reported not being allowed to leave their quarter outside 

of work hours without the employer’s prior approval.  

 

 

 

… Left behind: those who cannot / do not migrate 
 

Women’s life is also impacted by the effects of climate 

change and by the migration of the male household 

members. Among the 35 women interviewed, all declared 

having at least one family member who has migrated for 

work. They stated that the remittances sent by the men are 

vital but often not enough to take care of the entire family. 

Women find themselves having to take care of the family, 

the land and livestock on their own. 

 

In the absence of men, households led by women are also 

more exposed to certain risks, in particular the ones of 

isolation, lack of care and basic services: indeed women 

usually do not know how to drive, they explained that in 

case of emergency, there is no one to transport family 

Government built embankment & 

Construction of shade house for Beetle leaf 

farming, Tandahara.
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members to the hospital for instance. During the focus 

groups, women also explained that when an alert in given 

by the authorities (floods, cyclones, etc), manpower is 

then seriously lacking and females struggle securing 

houses, fields and cattle on their own. They also mention 

the aftermath of such events, when physical strength is 

needed to evacuate debris and conduct the necessary 

repairs – recovery takes then much more time.  

 

The discussions with both women and men of the affected 

communities revealed how migration is a major and 

essential coping mechanism for these remote villages on 

the frontline of climate change, as the remittances 

represent for some families the only source of income.   

 

What is being described as ‘the sacrifice’ of one or more 

member allows the rest of the family to stay. Indeed, 

without remittances from seasonal migration, entire 

households if not entire communities would have to 

migrate permanently in order to find a less hostile land 

allowing them to sustain themselves. 

 

… Urgency to anticipate: relocations already are 

and will increasingly become inevitable 
 

Highlighted by the case of Udayakani village, rising sea 

level and/or other adverse consequences of climate change 

might lead and will lead to necessary relocations: villagers 

of the three locations are well aware that they will have to 

move away at some point in the future. Most people 

expressed a strong opposition to the idea of leaving their 

house and their village behind, they would agree to do it 

only as a very last resort.  

 

In order to avoid the situation of Udayakani relocation to 

happen again, and in order to prepare the populations to 

move to safer location in a more organized and humane 

way, efforts will have to be invested in preparedness and 

resilience building.  

 

CONCLUSION 

The adverse effects of climate change are having a heavy 

toll on many coastal villages in Odisha. Coastal erosion, 

flooding, salinization of water, droughts are increasing the 

initial structural vulnerability of rural communities. 

 

Their direct exposure to the impact of climate change, 

coupled with their intrinsic vulnerabilities, due to the 

lack of basic services and amenities – including education 

and skills training, has led to a situation that is very hard 

to cope with. 

 

In this scenario, migration is no longer a choice but it 

becomes an out of distress necessity. Often contractors 

and employers take advantage of these low skilled and 

vulnerable villagers, imposing inhumane and degrading 

working and living conditions on them. 

 

Interventions are needed to help communities to adapt 

locally, adaptation measures that can be put in place to 

reduce the risks induced by climate change risk include 

trainings, skill developments, extension of social safety 

net programmes, climate-resistant crops, diversification of 

crops and income-generating activities; but also more 

infrastructural efforts such as: embankments, plantation of 

trees, restauration of the ecosystems, etc. 

Self Help Group meeting at Tandahara, 2019 
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Poverty reduction and social protection programs, women 

empowerment and socio-economic inclusion, targeted at       

rural areas can help to increase adaptive capacity and 

resilience to climate change, potentially reducing the need 

for people to move under distress. 

 

However, considering the scope and speed of climate 

change, where local adaptation shows its limitation 

and there is no other choice other than migrating, well-

planned and safe migration can be a successful 

adaptation strategy. 

 

The following are just some of the numerous interventions 

that public authorities and other aid actors can implement 

to render migration safer and more dignified: pre-

departure orientation sessions in the villages, migrants 

registration systems, skills training to enable migrants to 

get better jobs,  job creation programs, referral systems 

and hotlines to provide basic assistance and services to 

migrant workers, private-public cooperation to work 

against labour exploitation and guarantee a better skill-job 

matching, initiatives to support families left behind.  

Strategies supporting internal migration need to protect 

and support not only those moving, but also the whole 

sending (origin) and receiving communities (destination).   

 

By describing the situation of those three villages, we 

aimed at shedding light over the struggles of many other 

villages on the coast of Odisha. We hope that the 

information provided in the present article will contribute 

to spurring timely and adequate actions, with the common 

objective of reducing people’s vulnerability.  

 

 

 

 

MIGRANT WORKER’S TESTIMONIES 

 

Ramesh, Age – 44Yrs 
“I started to migrate 12 years 
ago, when as a farmer I could 
not provide for my family 
anymore. I started working as a 
cook in Kerala. Back then, I 
used to migrate for 3-4 M a 
year and only within Odisha, 
while now I have to move 
further away and stay for 

longer (11M), in order to guarantee a decent life to 
my family. Despite working 9h/day for 7 days/ week, 
I manage to send 8000inr/M only. I have never had 
a written contract and the labour rights to entails, 
including sick leave and work breaks.” 
  

Mihiri, Age – 22Yrs 
“In order to support my parents and two brothers, I 

started moving for work at the 
age of 18. I have been working 
for the last 4 years in the mats 
industry in Kerala, for 11M a 
year. I work 12h/day, for 7 
days a week, earning 8000inr/ 
M. I live in a room with nine of 
my co-workers, I have to ask 
for approval every time I want 
to leave my room. I feel 

mistreated by my employer. I once sustained a 
work-related injury: the employer agreed to pay for 
medical bills but not for compensation. “ 
 

Ajay, Age – 30 Yrs 

“I have a wife and two kids to take care of. For the 

last 10 years, I have been 

moving to Kerala and Chennai 

to work in an automobile 

company as quality officer, for 

12 hours a day. I spend 8M 

there and 4M back in the village 

doing farming. My father used 

to live off farming only but 

nowadays that is not possible 

anymore. The contractor who recruited me has 

been asking me a third of my salary every month as 

fee for his services. My family would love me to stay 

with them but they cannot live without the 5000 

rupees I manage to send back every month.” 
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CONTACT US 

 
Orissa State Volunteers and Social Workers 
Association (OSVSWA) 
Address: Plot No. 502/1, Lane - 9 Mallick Complex, 
Jagamara, Bhubaneswar, Odisha 751030 
Phone: 0674 235 0384 
Email: info@osvswa.org 
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