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FOREWORD 

The climate crisis is one of the greatest forces shaping our world – both present and future. None of us is immune to this fact; however, 
the reality is most acutely felt by those families already living precariously close to the edge, just one drought or flood away from the 
tipping point. In the face of an increasingly volatile environment and too few options, many are compelled to migrate in search of 
alternative livelihoods. In some cases, children join their parents, in others, they remain behind. And in the most desperate of 
circumstances, it is the children themselves who must set out to provide for their loved ones.   
  
This report tells the stories of 92 children, young adults, parents and caregivers whose families have been disrupted and reshaped by 
migration. Collectively, they produce a confronting mosaic, coloured by systemic injustice, exploitation and deprivation, and contrasted 
by the profound love and commitment that ignites families to persist in the hope of a brighter future for their children.   
  
We share in this hope. Since 1950, World Vision has remained steadfast in its commitment to upholding the rights of the most vulnerable 
children in Asia through our development, humanitarian and advocacy programs. Understanding and responding to the unique needs 
of children in the context of migration is increasingly critical to our ability to effectively serve the most vulnerable children in this highly 
dynamic, rapidly urbanizing region.   
  
The success of our mission also relies on effective partnerships. Through this collaboration with the Stockholm Environment Institute, we 
have been able to present the consequences of the vulnerability–climate change–migration nexus for children, without losing the 
deeply moving, human elements in the analysis. As you read this report, we hope you will see each of the individuals behind the stories 
which have been so generously shared, and that you will be compelled to partner with us to take action.  

Terry Ferrari 
Regional Leader, East Asia  
World Vision International 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As the climate crisis deepens, its impacts on the most vulnerable are becoming heartbreakingly clear. This report reveals how 
environmental stressors and migration are profoundly altering the lives of young people in this region, and it clearly portrays the 
challenges and injustice of “life at the intersection of climate change, poverty and marginalization”. The findings underscore the urgent 
and undeniable need for inclusive climate and migration approaches to address the root causes of distress migration and the deep 
social and emotional scars it leaves on vulnerable children and those who care for them. 

Every child deserves a safe, secure and enabling environment in which to develop, yet the stories within this report paint a stark and 
very unsettling picture: children are often separated from their parents, deprived of education, and exposed to exploitation, all in a 
desperate hope for a better life. Whether they stay behind or migrate, their well-being, their childhood and their future hang in the 
balance. 

At SEI Asia, we are committed to conducting research that supports evidence-based decision-making and practice, ensuring that 
policies and interventions protect the rights and resilience of the most marginalized. This report, in partnership with World Vision 
International, is not just a call to action; it is a plea to recognize and respond to the profound challenges these children face, and to 
empower them to build a future filled with hope. 

We hope this report will catalyse deeper dialogue and stronger collaboration among national governments, international organizations 
and civil society to create opportunities for children and youth to thrive. 

Niall O’Connor 
SEI Asia Centre Director 
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This document is a short version of an in-depth report. To download the executive summary and the full report, 
go to https://bit.ly/3Xn3rVq. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DISCLAIMER 

 
The views expressed herein are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of World Vision 
International. The designations employed and the presentation of material throughout the publication do not imply 
expression of any opinion on the part of World Vision International concerning the legal status of any country, 
territory, city or area, or of its authorities, or concerning its frontiers or boundaries. 

The photos used in this report are for illustrative purposes only and do not depict the actual villages where the 
research was conducted, in order to protect anonymity. 

  

https://bit.ly/3Xn3rVq
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

Climate change and environmental degradation affect people in profoundly different ways depending on 
their socio-economic class, education, age, gender, race, (dis)ability and other factors.1 Due to systemic 
injustices, the poorest and most vulnerable tend to suffer most – whether they are subsistence farmers 
who lose their crops in a drought, or entire communities washed away by floods. 

For generations, people in Southeast Asia have migrated in search of better opportunities than they can 
find at home. As climate change puts ever more strain on rural livelihoods, and many families fall deep into 
debt, migration may increasingly seem like their only option. Yet when people migrate in distress, research 
has shown, they often suffer abuse and exploitation.2 

Migration also reshapes and disrupts family relationships. When parents go to work in the city or across the 
border, they often leave their children behind, especially the youngest.3 Low-wage migrant workers have 
no legal way to take their dependents to another country, and irregular migration is risky and stressful. 
Migrant workers also typically work long hours and endure difficult living conditions.  

The children who do migrate tend to follow similar routes as adults. Some travel with their parents and 
end up working alongside them; some migrate alone, often because they want to help their family with 
basic expenses, pay off debts, or save up for a better future. 

This report examines the impacts of labour migration on children in the context of climate change – 
whether they stay behind or migrate themselves. Through interviews with pre-adolescents and teenagers 
in six villages in Cambodia, Lao PDR and Viet Nam, as well as young returned migrants, migrant parents 
and grandparents, it portrays life at the intersection of climate change, poverty, marginalization and 
injustice. Altogether, 92 personal stories inform the analysis, supplemented by interviews with village 
chiefs, other local leaders and experts, and a review of national policies and the research literature. 

The goal is to shed light on the drivers of migration, young people’s needs and aspirations, and ways for 
national governments, donors and development partners, and international organizations to make a 
difference. The results will inform the work of World Vision’s East Asia office, which is committed to 
supporting safe, orderly and dignified migration that upholds the rights, well-being and opportunities of 
migrants, particularly vulnerable groups such as children. 

The study focuses on Southeast Asia because it is a dynamic, ethnically and socio-economically diverse 
region with significant migration and large disparities in human development. It is also young, with nearly 
27% of its population under 15 years of age in 2022, and another 16% aged 15–24.4 The UN estimates that 
as of 2020, there were about 10.6 million international migrants in Southeast Asia,5 with Thailand hosting 
by far the largest numbers; about 1.27 million were under 18 years old.6 

Southeast Asia also stands out for its high exposure to natural hazards, including deadly cyclones, torrential 
rains and floods.7 Climate change is intensifying those hazards and also bringing sea-level rise, more 
extreme heat, unreliable rainfall and droughts. Those impacts exacerbate disaster risks and jeopardize 
livelihoods and human well-being.8 Multiple social, political, economic and environmental factors deepen 
vulnerability and limit people’s capacity to adapt – in place or through migration. 
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CLIMATE CHANGE, VULNERABILITY AND 
MIGRATION: NATIONAL PERSPECTIVES 
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Southeast Asia has made significant progress on human development in recent decades, but large gaps 
and disparities remain, both within and across countries. Gross domestic product (GDP) per capita in 2023 
was just US$1,875 in Cambodia and $2,075 in Lao PDR, compared with $4,347 in Viet Nam and $7,172 in 
Thailand.9 There are also large differences in social and physical infrastructure, education and health care, 
and the availability of job opportunities beyond agriculture.10 

Cambodia, Lao PDR and Viet Nam all have mostly-rural populations;11 economies in which informal 
employment prevails;12 and exposure to a wide range of climate hazards, with frequent disasters.13 Climate 
change is hindering development, amplifying disparities and pushing people deeper into poverty. Table 1 
provides an overview of key indicators of human development and climate vulnerability. 

Table 1. Key indicators of human development and climate vulnerability 

Country 

Human Development Index 
(2022)a Multidimensional 

poverty ratea 

ND-GAIN Country Index rank 
(2021, of 192)b Children’s Climate Risk Indexc 

Index (0–1) Rank (of 193) Vulnerability Readiness Climate & 
environment 

Child 
vulnerability 

Cambodia 0.600  148  16.6%  132  159  7.2  5.6  

Lao PDR 0.620  139  23.1%  117  136  7.5  5.8  

Thailand 0.803  66  0.6%  102  62  8.4  2.3  

Viet Nam 0.726  107  1.9%  128  93  8.8  3.0  

Sources: (a): UNDP, 2024; (b): Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative; (c) UNICEF, 2021.14 The HDI is a composite index covering three basic dimensions of human 
development: a long and healthy life, knowledge and a decent standard of living; it ranges from 0 to 1, with countries scoring above 0.8 rated as having “very high” human 
development. Multidimensional poverty refers to deprivations related to health, education and standard of living, looking beyond monetary poverty. The ND-GAIN Index 
considers different aspects of food security, water access, human health, ecosystem services and human habitat to gauge vulnerability to climate change, and economic, 
social and governance measures to gauge readiness to adapt. The Children’s Climate Index assesses exposure to climate and environmental hazards as well as vulnerability 
based on health and nutrition, education, water, sanitation and hygiene, poverty, communication assets and social protection, all on a scale of 0 to 10.  

 
In Cambodia, as of 2022, an estimated 30.5% of the population was less than 15 years old, and 17.1% was 
15–24.15 The country has made major progress on poverty reduction: While in 2014, more than two in five 
children lived in multidimensional poverty, by 2021–2022, the share was 20.5%.16 Rural areas saw by far the 
greatest gains, though many people also migrated to cities in that period. As of 2021–2022, nearly 21% of 
women aged 20–24 and 30% of men in that age group were internal migrants.17 Notably, given how many 
children stay behind with their grandparents, Cambodia has some of the highest disability rates in the 
world, reaching 57% among those aged 60 and older. 

Cambodia has prioritized adaptation to climate change, recognizing its many vulnerabilities, and paid 
special attention to the needs of children, women, ethnic minorities and other marginalized groups.18 It 
has also sought to protect migrant youth in the workplace.19 However, it has not explicitly addressed links 
between climate change and migration in its policies and planning, or the implications for children. 

Lao PDR is even younger than Cambodia – 31% of its population is under 1520 – and very ethnically 
diverse, with more than 49 officially recognized ethnic groups.21 Agriculture accounts for an estimated 70% 
of employment,22 and as of 2023, an estimated 7.6% of employed people 15 and older lived on less than 
US$2.15 per day.23 Lack of education is a key factor: just under 19% of women aged 25 and older, and just 
over 30% of men over 25, had any secondary education at all as of 2022.24  

Lao PDR’s climate plans and policies have not significantly addressed gender disparities or the specific 
needs of children and youth, and do not address links to migration.25 However, other policy instruments 
have sought to promote gender equality and protect children.26 Policies to protect labour migrants have 
focused on adults,27 while efforts around child migrants have mainly focused on preventing trafficking.28  
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Viet Nam is well ahead of Cambodia and Lao PDR in terms of economic growth and diversification. Its GDP 
has more than quadrupled since 2000, the extreme poverty rate dropped from nearly 30% to 1%,29 
dependence on agriculture has declined significantly,30 and human development has greatly improved.31 
Still, there are large regional disparities, and internal migration has soared, particularly towards the 
southeast.32 

Of the three countries profiled, Viet Nam faces the most daunting climate hazards, including extreme heat 
and major flood risks linked to sea-level rise and coastal storms,33 which have led the World Bank to identify 
northern Viet Nam as a likely climate out-migration “hotspot” by 2050.34 The country’s national adaptation 
plan (NAP), focused on 2021–2030 with a vision to 2050, explicitly mentions migration as both a likely 
outcome of climate change and a factor that exacerbates vulnerability.35 The NAP seeks to contribute 
towards improving social justice by focusing on disadvantaged groups. Viet Nam is also ahead of its 
neighbours in advancing child protection,36 including around disaster risks and pollution.37 

Notably, in all three countries, development has improved conditions – for instance, by making irrigation 
more widely available, adding roads and expanding electricity access – but also created new 
vulnerabilities. It is common for projects to result in significant displacement, and major infrastructure 
projects have also affected flood risks and other conditions in surrounding communities.38 
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THE VIEW FROM THE VILLAGES: 
ECONOMIC PRECARITY, 

ENVIRONMENTAL PRESSURES AND 
MOBILITY 
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The field research focused on two villages in one district in each country. The sites, shown on Map 1, were 
chosen to reflect not a cross-section of society, but the perspectives of those in the greatest need of 
support to cope with climate change. From a justice perspective, if existing efforts do not make their lives 
better, they are not good enough.  

Map 1. Selected case study districts 

 
Source: Authors’ own work. 

 

PHNOM PROEK DISTRICT, BATTAMBANG PROVINCE 
 

Phnom Proek district is in northwestern Cambodia, bordering Thailand. It is one of the main sites for 
irregular border crossings. Migrants go to work in agriculture, construction, domestic labour and other 
occupations, seasonally or long-term. Internal migration is also common.  

The area was a stronghold of the Khmer Rouge during the civil war, which left lasting impacts on the 
environment and infrastructure.39 The disability rate in Battambang is among the highest in the country, 
and there are notable gaps in access to basic services such as safe drinking water and sanitation.40 Two-
thirds of workers are employed in agriculture, fishing or forestry, and over three-quarters are self-employed 
or unpaid family workers.41 Families face severe economic pressures from debt, poverty and climatic 
shocks. 

In the first village, labelled C1, low-income farmers grow maize, potatoes and other vegetables and rely on 
microfinance to help pay for farm inputs and land. Several floods, droughts and storms have caused crop 
failures, exacerbating economic and nutritional insecurity and driving people deep into debt. Floods also 
disrupt children’s education, as roads become inaccessible.  

“When there is a flood, teachers find it difficult to teach,” explained a 34-year-old woman. “They can’t find 
anywhere to teach the students, since all the chairs and tables are wet.” With the roads damaged, she 
added, the children are also unmotivated to walk to school. 

The second village, labelled C2, has experienced disruptive floods as well as droughts, both of which 
affected crops, and storms that damaged housing. Large debts to microfinance providers are also a 
significant problem, and farmers lack direct access to markets, instead depending on middlemen who set 
low prices for their crops. As in C1, floods disrupt children’s education.  
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In both villages, persistent struggles have led many people to migrate. In C1, most people seek industrial 
jobs in the city or go to Thailand for construction and plantation work. In C2, cross-border migration is 
becoming less common, and instead more people are moving to the cities to work in industry. 

 

SOUKHUMA DISTRICT, CHAMPASACK PROVINCE 
 

Champasack province, in southwestern Lao PDR, borders both Thailand and Cambodia. Soukhuma district 
is in a floodplain at the Thai-Lao border and is overwhelmingly rural. More than a fifth of residents lack a 
road connection,42 so they cannot readily travel to school or to jobs outside their villages. Access to basic 
services is minimal, and across Champasack province, only about a quarter of all people over the age of 6 
have completed even primary school.  

Livelihoods in Soukhuma district are mainly agricultural, such as growing rice or cassava and raising 
livestock and poultry. This makes households very vulnerable to climate change and variability. Rainfall is 
becoming more extreme, with heavy rains and wet spells alternating with dry spells. Farmers in the district 
have been growing cassava to improve their livelihoods, but mono-cropping poses a threat to long-term 
soil health and to people’s nutrition. Hunger is common. 

The first village, L1, is in a low-lying area next to a river, highly exposed to floods. There is no bridge, and 
when the waters rise, people cannot travel by boat, and the village is isolated. Residents are part of the 
Suay ethnic minority and mostly poor farmers. Floods often damage or destroy crops, and in 2019, the 
flooding was so severe that villagers were temporarily displaced. The poorest people are particularly 
vulnerable to the impacts of floods.  

An 18-year-old, very poor girl described the aftermath of a large flood: “There was not enough fish to eat. 
We drank rainwater. We could not help others; we had to help ourselves first. Other families got sick; luckily 
our family did not. We stopped school for almost two months, because the school was also flooded, the 
building damaged, school materials destroyed.” 

The residents of village L2 are also farmers, growing crops such as cassava and vegetables and fishing. 
Floods are not frequent there, but there are droughts, and conditions are hot and dry, made worse by 
climate change and deforestation. Storms and strong winds also often damage homes.  

In village L1, many impoverished residents migrate to Thailand after hearing about job opportunities. Most 
migration from L2 is long-term, mainly to Thailand, for everything from domestic work to construction 
jobs. The households that have not resorted to migration usually own land and are relatively wealthy.  

Climate change, vulnerability and migration: Impacts on children and youth in Southeast Asia              11 
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Life spotlight: Growing ‘just enough’ to eat in a flood-prone Lao village 

Noy is 35 years old and lives in a still-unfinished wooden house with her husband, five children – aged 3 
months to 16 years at the time of the interview – and elderly parents.i They are part of the Suay ethnic 
minority and are subsistence farmers. They own their home and grow “just enough food to eat”, which she 
deems to make them “middle-class” by village standards. 

She is illiterate, having only briefly attended primary school. Her eldest daughter completed the fifth grade, 
“but then she had to leave to help take care of her brother and sister”. This is common in the village: “Most 
[children] finish fifth grade and then leave school to help their parents with farming or to work in Thailand”. 
The girl has extensive duties: “She helps with housework, cooking, and farm work because I take care of the 
youngest one. She and her father are main [farm] workers.” The other three children are still in school. 

The family has an old tractor and two buffalo, and they supplement their diet by fishing. They usually grow 
just enough rice for themselves, but when they have had “a little extra”, “we sold it and used the money we 
earned to pay back the loan we took out to buy fertilizer and farming equipment”.  

The village is “very crowded”, she says, and because a road is being built in front of her house, she cannot 
even grow a vegetable garden, but the family has not received any compensation.  

Floods are common here, and not always bad, Noy says – sometimes they improve the rice harvest. But 
heavy rains and associated floods can also be devastating.  

During one recent incident, “many villagers were scared because of the strong wind combined with the 
rain, so they had to move to higher places, like the rice fields. Some people were stuck somewhere, and it 
was difficult to call for a boat. Everyone was scared.” 

Afterward, children could not go to school, there was no drinking water, and supplies could not be 
delivered to the village. Rice crops were also ruined. “There was a lot of damage that year.” Many people 
got sick, including with malaria. 

Many people have migrated to Thailand for work, and Noy has seen their lives improved as a result. Her 
husband migrated once, too, but he found it “exhausting” and returned home. She has no desire to 
migrate, but she would like to move to a less flood-prone location, but the family cannot yet afford it. 

As for her village, Noy says: “We aspire to have a bridge. If we get a bridge and improved roads, life will be 
better. We also need food, as there are days when we don’t have enough.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
i Noy is a pseudonym; all names have been changed to respect interviewees’ privacy. 
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THUONG XUAN DISTRICT, THANH HOA PROVINCE 
 

Thuong Xuan is a mountainous district in Thanh Hoa province, in north central Viet Nam, that borders Lao 
PDR. Much of the district has no significant roads and is very rural and remote. It is also one of the poorest 
in Viet Nam, with about a quarter of households living in poverty as of 2019.43 Thanh Hoa has seen some 
development in its industrial and service sectors, primarily concentrated in the city. However, agriculture, 
forestry, and aquaculture continue to play a significant role in both the economy and cultural life of the 
province. The 2019 census classified over 85% of the population as rural. 

Thanh Hoa as a whole has a tropical monsoonal climate, and its coastline is frequently struck by tropical 
storms and typhoons. Thuong Xuan district is inland, but still experiences heavy rains, floods and 
landslides.44 It is also the site of the Cua Dat project, Viet Nam’s largest hydropower and irrigation dam, on 
the Chu River.45 Past typhoons have affected the stability of the reservoir, and some vulnerable households 
that were resettled by the original project could not afford land that was safe from flood risks. 

The combination of heavy rains and increased reservoir water levels has led to severe floods and loss of 
arable land, jeopardizing livelihoods.46 Amid economic struggles, many people have migrated. Viet Nam 
has high rates of internal mobility,47 and Thuong Xuan district is just about 200 km from Hanoi. 

About 30% of households in village V1 are part of the Thai ethnic minority, and the rest are mainly Kinh, 
the largest ethnic group in Viet Nam. They grow rice, acacia and vegetables and tend to buffalo. The village 
lies next to a river, and when water levels are high due to heavy rains and/or dam discharges, it is unsafe to 
cross, so no one can leave, and children cannot attend school.  

A 40-year-old man explained: “It’s an isolated village. Children can miss school for very long periods. If you 
have relatives on the other side of the river, you will not miss school in the rainy season, but if you do not, 
you will have to miss school. The education of the children of this village is mostly inferior to that of other 
children in the area.” 

Since the dam was built, the availability of irrigation has shielded local farmers from the impacts of 
droughts, but flood risks have worsened. A growing number of people in the village have thus migrated 
internally for factory work. 

The people in village V2 are better-off overall than those in V1, and they have greater access to off-farm job 
opportunities, such as factory work. In a fairly rural region with large ethnic minority populations, V2 also 
stands out for being about 95% Kinh and heavily urbanized.  

With little arable land available, but viable options within commuting distance, it has become common to 
travel daily to nearby companies and factories, or else to migrate. “My whole village has no land, only 
residential land; agricultural land is not available,” a 33-year-old woman explained. “People go to work as 
builders, people go to companies. In general, they are all hired workers.” Women in the village tend to 
engage in daily wage labour locally, while many men work farther away in cities – though many women 
have also migrated.  
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PARENTAL MIGRATION AND THE 
CHILDREN WHO STAY BEHIND 
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Parents in the six villages migrated under different circumstances, but all were looking to earn more 
money than they could in their community. “If my son worked at home, he could only be a farm labourer,” 
explained the father of a Vietnamese migrant. “However, when he works in Hanoi, he has regular money. 
He can send back for his children’s food, education.” 

Distress migration was very common. Some migrants were struggling to feed their family due to low crop 
yields, crop failures, and/or a lack of stable work. Many households, especially in Cambodia, faced crushing 
debts, often linked to climatic events such as floods, droughts or storms. Medical bills and the need to 
support elderly parents also motivated migrants.  

Some parents viewed migration as a long-term investment in their children’s future. As a 56-year-old, very 
poor father of six in Cambodia put it: “Because we are short of knowledge; we are illiterate. … That’s why I 
am trying hard to encourage my children to go to school, so that they will not become like their parents. I 
want them to gain knowledge so that they can do more things. Even if they work in the factory, it’s better 
than their parents.”  

Land ownership was often correlated with socio-economic status in the villages studied, and the lack of 
land influenced migration patterns. In Cambodia, individuals and families who did not own land were 
likelier to migrate, aiming to save money to buy land. In Lao PDR and Viet Nam, those who did not own 
land often engaged in wage labour or relied on remittances as their primary sources of income.  

Economically insecure households that do have land often need to sell it to be able to pay off debts, and 
even to help cover the costs of migration. A 32-year-old woman in Cambodia explained: “People migrate 
because they don’t have land for farming. They used to own land, but they were in debt, so they sold their 
land to repay the debt. … Sometimes they borrowed money for farming, but they couldn’t harvest their 
crops, so they lost them and didn’t have money to repay the debt.” She blamed the crop losses on floods 
and droughts.  

In the villages in Viet Nam, dam construction had also affected traditional livelihoods. A 39-year-old father 
who migrated for factory work with his wife said they used to fish, but due to the dam, there were no 
longer any fish in the river.  

Mechanization is further diminishing job opportunities in rural villages. Asked why her parents had 
migrated, a 13-year-old girl from Cambodia explained: “In Phnom Penh there are many jobs; here we don’t 
have much work. People don’t hire us to work for them, even if they have maize. Now they use harvest 
machines, they don’t use manual labour anymore, nor for potatoes.” A 38-year-old, very poor man echoed 
her description: “Everything is now being done by the machines.” 

Overall, migration patterns were shaped by gender norms. Mothers often stayed behind and cared for the 
children if they could find jobs locally, while men undertook longer-distance migration. However, many 
mothers and fathers migrated together, particularly in the poorest families. Several women had also 
migrated on their own, internally or across borders, reflecting the growing feminization of migration in 
Southeast Asia.48 Children stayed behind with the other parent, grandparents or other trusted caregivers.  

A 34-year-old Cambodian woman said she had migrated to Thailand with her husband “to make more 
money faster”. When she returned home after two years, her son, who had been a baby when they left, 
didn’t recognize her. “It was hard for me to accept that, because I missed him so much, and when I came 
to see him, he didn’t know me… because when I left he was too small.” 
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JOURNEYS, DESTINATIONS AND OUTCOMES 
 

Thailand is the wealthiest and most developed country in the Greater Mekong Subregion, and thus a top 
destination for labour migrants, with average wages that are double those in Cambodia and Lao PDR.49 
However, regular migration is not always affordable or feasible. For long-term, low-wage work, migrants 
from Cambodia and Lao PDR must follow a process laid out in memoranda of understanding (MOUs) with 
their respective governments. Permits are good for two years and can be renewed once. For short-term 
work, such as seasonal farm labour, migrants can obtain temporary non-citizen cards known as “pink 
cards”; Cambodians are also eligible for 90-day border passes, usable only in border areas.  

These options are meant to provide a safe, regular channel for workers to enter Thailand, but there are 
significant restrictions. They are tied to a specific employer, for instance, and usually must stay in a single 
province. This limits workers’ ability to rotate across multiple plantations or construction sites.  

For parents, a key issue with both the MOU and short-term pass systems is that migrants are not allowed 
to bring their dependents.50 This means if they migrate regularly, they must leave their children behind. 
Alternatively, they can migrate through irregular channels, which can be dangerous. Irregular migrants also 
remain vulnerable at their destination and must hide from the authorities.  

Migrants interviewed in Phnom Proek district in Cambodia had crossed the border through irregular 
channels and worked mainly in agriculture (e.g., longan and mangosteen plantations) and in construction. 
Due to the risks associated with irregular migration, they could not travel back and forth, so longer-term 
stays were the norm. Several said they had been exploited, but had no recourse. Internal migration was 
also common, to Phnom Penh and other cities. 

In Soukhuma district, Lao PDR, the migrants in the households interviewed had all gone to Thailand. 
Women often went to serve as domestic workers, and some became fruit sellers. Both men and women, 
often from relatively wealthy households, also migrated for construction jobs, which paid better. Those 
who had engaged in irregular migration were very vulnerable to exploitation, forced labour and potential 
violence. Both in Lao PDR and in Cambodia, however, people who had migrated via regular channels also 
reported being abused and feeling they could not complain without jeopardizing their work permit. 

A 35-year-old Laotian mother of three said she migrated to Bangkok to work in construction because her 
mother had a brain tumour, and she wanted to earn money to help her. However, although she had 
regular migrant status, she found herself in a very difficult situation. She travelled with two cousins, but 
they got separated upon arrival, and she did not see them again. She was confined to the premises – an 
aspect of forced labour – and witnessed people stabbing each other: “I was scared and had to run to my 
room.” She could not see her mother again before she died, and did not even earn what she had expected. 
“They didn’t pay me on time, and even when they did, it was only a partial amount, [and] they provided 
limited funds for our basic needs.”  

In Thuong Xuan district, most migration was internal, with people travelling to cities such as Hai Phong, 
Hanoi and Quan Hoa or to the country’s southeast. They took jobs in construction, industry and services. 
Some older women moved to Hanoi to be domestic workers.  

The conditions that internal migrants faced on their migration journey and at their destination were often 
less precarious than if they had migrated irregularly across borders. However, internal migrants in Viet Nam 
and Cambodia still faced wage theft and other abuses and had difficulties accessing essential services such 
as health care. Viet Nam’s social protection infrastructure, for instance, is based on household registration 
and residency, and this hinders access to key public services for non-residents. 
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IMPACTS ON CHILDREN REMAINING BEHIND 
 

Migrant parents in the households interviewed almost always sent remittances, averaging US$113 per 
month in the two villages in Lao PDR, US$122 in Viet Nam, and US$86 in Cambodia. However, families 
made different choices depending on their immediate needs and the financial pressures they faced.  

Whether they stayed in their country or crossed the border, many migrants found the financial benefits fell 
short of their expectations. Often they could not send as much money as they wished – or send it 
consistently. Remittances might just cover debt payments or basic expenses, and did not significantly 
improve their family’s socio-economic situation or enhance their resilience to climate change. 

A 47-year-old Cambodian mother who had migrated to Thailand with her husband recalled how the 
exploitative work conditions made it impossible to send money home: “It was just enough for us to eat, 
and we didn’t have money left. I started to think with my husband: ‘If we keep doing this, we won’t have 
any profit left.’ I had been working for one year, and I didn’t have any money left when I returned home.”  

The economic gains from remittances also came at a high cost. When parents left, the lives of those who 
stayed behind were often dramatically altered. The interviews revealed profound emotional impacts on 
children, particularly when their mother migrated. Caregivers were often overwhelmed, and some 
grandparents felt that they could not provide the support children needed. Many households struggled 
financially, and some children did not have enough to eat. In some cases, the absence of parents was 
associated with worse educational outcomes and school dropouts.   

A 13-year-old girl in Lao PDR said she used remittances “to purchase food and settle financial obligations 
with the bank.” Her grandfather had borrowed 10 million kip (US$450) for cassava farming but couldn’t 
repay it, so the money sent by her parents went towards settling the debt. The girl had also dropped out of 
school after her parents left, so she could help her grandfather with cassava farming.  

It was common for children – especially elder siblings, and especially girls – to have taken on substantial 
household and caregiving responsibilities after their parents’ migration. In a village in Viet Nam, a 13-year-
old girl described her daily routine: “I help my grandparents. I come home from school and if she hasn’t 
cooked rice or food, I will go to the kitchen to cook. Or if I have a morning off, I will sweep the yard. Before 
he comes back, I’ll sweep the yard, sweep the house, clean up.” 

Some boys took on physically dangerous farm and household tasks. Working to earn money for the 
household was common as well. These duties left little time for studying or for leisure and affected 
children’s mental and physical health. In Cambodia, some children reported being afraid that debt 
collectors would hurt them.  
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However, many parents and caregivers also made it a priority for the children to get their education.  
A 16-year-old Cambodian girl whose parents migrated to Thailand said she studied hard, “because they’re 
always calling and motivating me, pushing me to study harder. They also told me: ‘You don’t have to worry 
about us; we’ll keep working hard as long as you want to study.’ They want me to graduate and be 
successful. They told me to become a doctor or a teacher.” 

At the same time, the emotional toll of parents’ absence came through in many interviews. An 18-year-old 
son of very poor migrants said: “I worry about how they live, how they survive. They are alone. Sometimes 
they call and they cry. They do not have smartphones, though, so they cannot video-call.” 

A 13-year-old girl whose parents migrated when she was an infant, and have since divorced, described her 
fractured childhood: “I have never seen their faces since I was born. I don’t know where they live in 
Thailand. I feel sad because I want my parents to take me on a trip as my friends. Life would be much 
better if my parents had stayed. I would be able to go to school and not have to go out to work to earn 
money.” Instead, she lived with her 16-year-old sister and brother-in-law, dropped out of school after the 
third grade, and went foraging in the nearby forest to earn money. 

 

Life spotlight: At 12, battling hunger and striving for a better future 

Thida is 12 years old and lives in village C2.ii She is in sixth grade and has two brothers, who are in ninth 
and fourth grade. Their parents, who owned no farmland and used to work as wage labourers, have been 
living in Thailand for more than half of her life, working in construction.  

Their grandmother used to stay with them, but she left to work, and the children now live alone in their 
small house. When Thida contracted dengue fever recently, however, her grandmother took care of her.  

An older neighbour also checks in on them periodically, and if they do not have enough food – a common 
occurrence – she brings them some. Thida cooks, does housework and grows some chilies to sell. Thanks 
to a scholarship she received in the village, she has been able to keep attending school and buy clothes. 
Still, in the morning, before school, she also works to earn money for the household. 

“I go to pick [mung] beans for other people,” she explains. She goes with her younger brother and friends, 
and typically earns about 7,000 riel (US$1.70) per shift. The day before her interview, however, her school 
was flooded, so she picked beans all day and earned 12,500 riel. 

Her parents migrated because they had no work – due in part to floods and droughts – and were in debt 
to a microfinance provider, because they had borrowed money to buy food. Now they only come home 
for the holidays, about 10 days each time around Khmer New Year and Pchum Ben Day. 

“I don’t want them to go, but what can we do, when we don’t have money?” she says. She worries that 
their work is arduous, and they might get sick or injured. She often cries by herself at night. 

Her parents have said that they migrated to earn money for the children. Her mother encourages her to 
pursue her education. “She says that I have to study hard and get good grades, so I can have a good job.” 
Thida wants to become a physician, but she also wants more economic opportunities in her village, so she 
can earn more money and her parents can return home.  

“I want them to have land… to farm,” she says. And for herself? “I want a good future.” 

 

                                                      
ii Thida is a pseudonym; all names have been changed to respect interviewees’ privacy. 
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Despite the many challenges, every year in Southeast Asia, countless families choose to migrate with their 
children, and many children also migrate on their own. As noted above, by official estimates, there were 
about 1.27 million international child migrants in the region as of 2020 – about 40% in Thailand. However, 
given the high prevalence of irregular migration, the number of migrant children in Thailand living without 
domestic legal status has been estimated at 1 million to 2.5 million.  

Children interviewed for this study said they had migrated for a variety of reasons, such as to pay off 
household debts, cover their siblings’ school fees, cover medical expenses, and generally help improve 
their family’s situation. Each story was different, but in all six villages, the drivers were closely linked to the 
broader socio-economic context and the impacts of climate and environmental changes.  

Social norms and family expectations can lead children from poorer families to feel obliged to contribute 
to the household’s income, to be a “good child”. This may mean anything from helping out on the farm, to 
engaging in paid labour outside of school hours, dropping out of school to work, or migrating to work in 
the city or abroad, with a parent or on their own. Because there are very limited avenues for children to 
migrate internationally, alone or with their families, they often go by irregular channels. 

For example, a 13-year-old girl from Cambodia with three younger siblings who now lives with her 
grandparents said she migrated to Phnom Penh when she was 10, with her mother and siblings. They all 
went together, and she worked. She explained that they had migrated “because my family is poor and is 
short of many things, and there was flooding as well. My grandpa and grandma are also sick, so my mom 
decided to take me to work so that we can have money to support the family.”  

Boys were particularly likely to express a desire to help provide for their families and repay debts. As a 
mother in Viet Nam explained, her son dropped out of school in ninth grade after his family took on debt 
to care for his grandfather’s hospital and medical bills. When the boy saw the mounting medical bills – 100 
million dong (US$3,948) – he decided to go away to work for three years. He went to Binh Duong to work 
in a restaurant and sent 2–3 million dong (US$79–118) each month. He said he was often fatigued, but 
refused to come back. “Going far away is difficult, so difficult,” the mother said. “He is still too young to have 
to endure such pressures. … I want my child’s future to be better and less difficult. … I pray that my son 
will not encounter thieves, robbers, snatchers or many social evils.” 

 

JOURNEYS AND DESTINATIONS 
 

Most of the interviewees who had migrated as children had travelled with one or both of their parents, 
though several had gone by themselves. Their journeys typically followed commonly used pathways, often 
involving significant risks. Only one child migrant described having been trafficked, though this may have 
been a matter of perspective, as brokers and smugglers were usually involved. 

For children as for adults, internal migration tends to be easier and less risky than cross-border migration, 
though young migrants are still highly susceptible to exploitation and abuse. Many migrant children in the 
villages in Cambodia and Viet Nam had only migrated internally, but some in Cambodia had crossed into 
Thailand. In Lao PDR, cross-border migration predominated. 

Lack of legal status often keeps migrant children in Thailand from accessing education or health care.51 
Thailand allows children of irregular migrants to obtain a non-Thai identity card, and even without one, 
they may attend public school, but many migrants are unaware of this, or else afraid to reveal their status 
to the authorities. Schools are also not equipped to teach children who do not speak Thai.  
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More commonly, children who migrate with their parents work alongside them. Informal employment 
predominates across the region, and migrants are particularly likely to be informally employed. The legal 
working age is 14 in Cambodia and Lao PDR, and 15 in Viet Nam and Thailand, with some exceptions. The 
minimum age for labour migration to Thailand is 18. All this limits job options for children, steering them 
into poorly regulated sectors with lax labour law enforcement.  

Several child migrants in the villages had worked on plantations and on construction sites; some had done 
domestic labour, or worked in factories and in service jobs. Like migrant parents, child migrants often said 
they had been exploited, forced to work long hours, and sometimes cheated out of their wages. While 
some had accomplished their objective, many had returned home determined not to migrate again. 

A boy from Cambodia who went to Thailand with his sister and parents when he was only 11 said that his 
mother worked on a pig farm, and he helped her. “My mother woke up before the sun had risen, and I 
went to help her at sunrise.” Although he was only planning to help her over summer break, he only 
returned to Cambodia after classes had started, and this affected his performance in school that year. 

A 16-year-old girl from Cambodia said she had migrated alone to work in a casino in Preah Sihanouk. 
Asked whether she was afraid, she replied: “Yes, sometimes I felt scared, but I didn’t have any choice.” She 
paid about US$100 for a room and earned around US$300 per month working 12–18 hours per day. After 
covering her expenses, she was able send around US$100 per month to her family. The girl also noted that 
her employment at the casino had been illegal, and that returning there would be difficult. 

Although most migrants interviewed in Viet Nam had stayed in the country, a 17-year-old boy from a very 
poor and landless household described being misled by traffickers who took him to Cambodia: “I went to 
the South to work with my friends. ... My parents didn’t know what it was like to go south to work.” When 
he reached his destination, he realized he had been tricked and was in Cambodia. His parents had to 
borrow 100 million dong (about US$3,928) to get him back home.   

 

IMPACTS OF CHILD MIGRATION ON DEVELOPMENT AND WELL-BEING   
 

Given the challenges of child migration, with or without parents, children in the households interviewed 
had generally only migrated if their family faced a very difficult situation. Many children had already been 
working outside of school hours, and some had dropped out even before migrating. Still, migration often 
imposed further deprivations and stressors that affected their health and well-being. 

A girl from Lao PDR who migrated in preadolescence described her loneliness and isolation after migrating 
with her older sister: “In Thailand, I only had two or three friends, and I felt very homesick. I missed my 
parents very much.” She also missed school for two years before returning home. “Now, I am back in 
school. I do not want to go back to Thailand. We now have enough food with support from my sister who 
migrated. My brothers have not yet sent back money home.” 

Educational disruptions were particularly common. Cross-border migration was often, but not always, 
associated with dropping out of school, while internal migration more commonly resulted in missed 
weeks or months, with children more easily returning to school afterward. Some child migrants only 
migrated during school breaks, though they often stayed for at least some time beyond the break.  

For example, a woman from Cambodia said she and her school-age daughter went to Thailand to work on 
plantations whenever there was work available: “She always misses school. She might go to school for two 
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or three months, then we need to go to Thailand, and another two or three months later, we need to go to 
Thailand again. If it is the season to pick longan, then we need to go.” 

Several children who had migrated described getting sick or being injured on the job, and not all had 
access to health care services – or if they did, some had to pay high fees. Some said they had felt isolated 
and sad, and missed their loved ones. The emotional impacts of these experiences can be severe and long-
lasting. Moreover, the disruption of their education, exposure to hazardous working conditions and other 
factors could have long-term consequences for children’s personal development and future opportunities. 

 

Life spotlight: A child migrant working to support his family 

Sophorn was about 12 when he first went to Phnom Penh with his father to find work in 2019.iii “We were 
so poor, we didn’t have enough money to buy food and repay our debt,” he says. He had already quit 
school. “If I continued to study, my father would have a hard time. He was alone earning for the family.” 

They had lost their home in a nearby village to a severe storm and flood, and been unhoused for some 
time before moving into his uncle’s vacant house in village C1. His father borrowed money from a 
microfinance provider to buy a single rai of land – one-sixteenth of a hectare – and they grew potatoes.  

The harvest earned them just 200,000 riel (US$49), but they needed about US$200 per month just for loan 
payments. Jobs in the village only paid about 10,000 riel per day, so they went to the capital and worked as 
painters. Twice in a row, they were cheated on their payments and returned home in frustration. After the 
second time, his father decided to stay in the village, but Sophorn tried again.  

He could not pay the full fare to Phnom Penh, however, so the driver dropped him off along the way.  
“I was walking for two days,” he says. At night, he slept outside. Finally, a man driving by took pity on him, 
gave him a place to sleep for three days, and helped him find work in a cushion factory. 

“They started to force me to work overtime, but they didn’t pay me extra, just for my workday,” he says. 
“Sometimes I worked until 11 or midnight. Then I could eat my dinner and in the morning, I needed to be 
down at work by 6:30am.” After a few months, he could not withstand the long hours anymore. He did 
whatever he could – some construction work in the city, about six months picking fruit near the Thai 
border. Because of his young age, a factory refused to hire him. 

Every month, he sent money home, which his parents used to pay the microfinance debt, buy food – 
sometimes all they could afford was rice – and help cover his grandfather’s medical expenses. 

Sophorn is back in the village when he is interviewed, but just for a break around the holidays. Malnutrition 
has made him sick; he mostly eats eggs and brohok, a fermented fish paste. But he will be on the road 
again soon. His father wants to get him documents so he can go work abroad. 

“I do not want to go back, but because of my family’s poor condition, I need to go back to work,” he says. 
“Migration is better than staying here. I could only stay if I had land to farm, but without land, I can’t stay, 
because the work is unreliable. We only get work for one or two days, and then the work is gone.” 

Asked about his hopes for his family, he says: “I want my family to be happy and grow. I don’t want them to 
be miserable anymore.” He also wants his siblings to be able to finish school. As he gets older, he hopes to 
be able to earn more money.  

How will he make it all happen? “Just keep on trying.” 

                                                      
iii Sophorn is a pseudonym; all names have been changed to respect interviewees’ privacy. 
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CHILD MIGRANTS’ OWN ASPIRATIONS  
 

While families’ economic distress, exacerbated by climate and environmental change, was clearly a key 
driver of child migration, it is important to recognize children’s own perspectives, including their hopes 
and aspirations. The child migrants interviewed said they had made the decision to migrate. Some were 
focused on helping their household cover basic needs or pay off debts, but several, particularly those 
facing long-term poverty, also hoped to be able to purchase land for themselves or their family. In other 
words, they wanted to achieve better socio-economic conditions. 

At the same time, children recognized that migration was not the best pathway out of poverty, even if it 
was their only option at the time. They were aware of the precarity of the journeys and the exploitative 
conditions that were common at their destination. As a result, if they were able to stay with their family, 
many chose to do so, even if they could earn more by migrating. Asked why she did not want to migrate 
to work in construction like many others in her community, a 12-year-old Cambodian girl replied: “Because 
it’s hard. I want to keep studying.”  

Parents’ and siblings’ migration can also enable some children to dream bigger. A 16-year-old girl in Viet 
Nam whose mother migrated to Hanoi to be a domestic worker was still enrolled in school when she was 
interviewed. Asked whether she wished to migrate, she said: “In the future, I would want to study abroad in 
South Korea, since this is an expanding market. You can go to know more and learn more.” 

 

Life spotlight: Dreaming big after a year of child labour in Thailand 

Mai was about 10 when she migrated with her sister – just three years older – to work in Thailand in 2022.iv 
“The reason is to help my sister and my parents make money,” she says. “I decided to go because I saw that 
my family was poor, and I wanted to help them.” 

The girls did domestic work and washed dishes at a restaurant. Mai says she earned about 2,000 baht 
(US$54) per month and sent home 1,000–1,500 baht (US$27–41), subsisting on what remained. 

She missed her parents and her friends, and she felt bad about not being able to help out on the family 
farm. After a year, the girls went back to Cambodia, just in time for the start of a new school term. 
Migration had given her a new perspective.  

“The thing that changed my life was learning new things, seeing a bigger society, meeting many people,” 
she says. “I wanted to return home and attend school because I believed that if I went to school like my 
friends, I would gain more knowledge, obtain a good job, and earn more money.” 

Her family still struggles, growing rice and gardening in a place where climate change and deforestation 
are exacerbating dry conditions. They also fish a little, and barely meet their basic needs.  

Mai says she was “very happy” when she returned home, and now she studies diligently, so she can attend 
university. “I want to become a doctor to take care of patients and help treat my parents and relatives,” she 
says.  

She hopes her village can get better access roads and be peaceful, but she does not want to migrate 
again. “I don’t want to move anywhere,” she says. “I want to stay in my village and help my family.” 

                                                      
iv Mai is a pseudonym; all names have been changed to respect interviewees’ privacy. 
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TOWARDS A BRIGHTER FUTURE:  
AN AGENDA FOR ACTION 
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As the climate crisis worsens, children and youth in Southeast Asia face mounting threats to their health, 
education, livelihoods and economic prospects. Climate change impacts, compounded in some cases by 
infrastructure development such as dam construction, are deepening poverty and inequality and making 
people ever more vulnerable to distress migration and, through it, to exploitation and abuse.  

Yet, as much as Southeast Asian countries have recognized the urgent need to build resilience to climate 
change, policy-makers are only beginning to address the links between climate change and human 
(im)mobility. This is an important gap to fill. At the same time, countries must work to improve the lives of 
migrants and their communities of origin through a wide range of measures to build climate resilience, 
reduce disaster risks, and promote economic and human development. Recognizing how all these issues 
are interconnected can help policy-makers prioritize the needs of the most vulnerable people, and 
mobilize domestic and international resources to support them. 

As the stewards of public infrastructure, services and programmes, national governments have the most 
crucial role to play in addressing the economic distress and adversity described in this report. Yet they 
cannot do it alone. Even Thailand, the most advanced of the four economies, still has significant levels of 
poverty, inequality and informal employment, and all four countries require international climate finance 
to meet their adaptation needs – and are entitled to it under the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Paris Agreement. 

Sustained support from bilateral and multilateral development partners is thus essential as well, and so is 
the support of international organizations, including UN agencies and non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), which provide vital expertise and on-the-ground assistance to governments, civil society groups, 
communities, families and individuals. Researchers have an important role to play in filling knowledge gaps 
and providing robust evidence to inform policy-making and public investments. 

This study thus ends with a call to action: to address key drivers of distress migration in communities of 
origin; make migration safer, more humane and more just for parents and children alike; provide more 
support for those who stay behind; and empower children and youth to shape a better future for 
themselves, whether they choose to migrate or stay home.  

The longer version of this report provides detailed recommendations for national governments, donors, 
development partners and international organizations, and identifies future research needs. Below we 
present highlights, with a focus on priorities for policy-makers, funders and other international partners.  

The needs identified in the villages profiled are enormous and multi-faceted. Rather than try to cover every 
single issue, we prioritize the needs of people whose voices often go unheard, and who are marginalized 
due to their poverty, gender, age, ethnicity or other factors. Lastly, honouring the courage, ambition and 
determination of the children interviewed, we aim to remove key obstacles in their way.  
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ENHANCE COMMUNITY RESILIENCE THROUGH ROBUST INFRASTRUCTURE 
AND DISASTER PREPAREDNESS 
 

A recurring theme in interviews was the lack of basic infrastructure in the villages, which the research 
teams also witnessed: rough, barely passable roads that become unusable after heavy rains; bridgeless 
river crossings; school buildings that are frequently damaged or inaccessible; a lack of safe drinking water, 
sanitation and hygiene (WASH) infrastructure.  

With this in mind, national governments should prioritize the construction of robust, climate-resilient 
transportation infrastructure; upgrade schools and health care facilities; allocate funds to local authorities 
to use for investments prioritized by community members; and strengthen social protection systems so 
they can quickly expand both vertically (providing more support) and horizontally (reaching more people) 
in the wake of disasters. 

Donors and development partners, international humanitarian NGOs and UN agencies should scale up 
grants and other highly concessional finance for investments in infrastructure and in social protection 
programmes; provide financial and on-the-ground support for participatory processes to identify and 
prioritize local resilience-building needs; support educational ministries to address climate risks in school; 
and supplement governments’ social protection programmes by facilitating access to food, cash, 
medicine, water filters and/or bottled water, and other urgent needs during and after disasters. 

 

PROVIDE FLEXIBLE AND FAIR SUPPORT FOR SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS 
 

Many adults and children said they did not wish to migrate – particularly not if it meant risky border 
crossings and long-term separation from their families. Most said they would happily stay, if they could just 
have decent work (and/or a viable farm) and not have to worry about going hungry, being unable to cover 
health costs or other basic needs, or being buried in thousands of dollars of debt. 

With this in mind, national governments should enhance agricultural extension services to better support 
adaptation; sponsor small-scale crop insurance schemes or other forms of social protection for farmers; 
increase access to formal loans with low interest rates to improve financial inclusion; and work to expand 
non-agrarian livelihood options in villages and within commuting distance, taking into account the 
differentiated needs of women and men. 

Donors and development partners, international humanitarian NGOs and UN agencies should support 
government efforts to increase farmers’ resilience; support livelihood diversification through training 
programmes and resources for establishing small enterprises; provide financial literacy education; and 
support community regulation of predatory lenders, including through engagement in protection boards.  
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PROTECT BOTH PARENTS AND CHILDREN WHO MIGRATE 
 

Parents and children who migrated described difficult and even traumatic experiences. Many interviewees 
reported being exploited, abused and defrauded, on their journey and at their destination. Irregular cross-
border migration is especially challenging, and regular channels do not allow low-wage workers to bring 
their families. Child migrants who travel alone are particularly vulnerable. 

With this in mind, national governments should work to make regular migration channels more accessible, 
flexible and just; enable parents migrating under bilateral MOU schemes to bring dependents; improve 
oversight of industries that employ many migrants, with migrant-sensitive approaches to reporting abuse 
and exploitation; and improve emotional and social learning support for migrant children. 

Donors and development partners, international humanitarian NGOs and UN agencies should sponsor 
gender-responsive and child-friendly programming in communities of origin to help adults and children 
avoid trafficking and exploitation; collaborate with governments and the private sector to ensure migrants 
can migrate safely; support mobile units that provide assistance along known irregular migration routes; 
and develop targeted programmes to support returned migrant children. 

 

CARE FOR CAREGIVERS – AND THE CHILDREN WHO STAY WITH THEM 
 

The grandparents and single parents caring for children of labour migrants spoke about them with love 
and devotion. They were clearly committed to their well-being, but they also struggled. To improve 
outcomes for children, it is thus essential to support caregivers.  

With this in mind, national governments should expand social protection programmes to provide 
additional support to single-parent and elder-headed households; tailor child well-being and food security 
programmes to meet the needs of older caregivers and young mothers; and engage with grandparents as 
key actors for improving the adaptive capacity of families in their communities of origin. 

Donors and development partners, international humanitarian NGOs and UN agencies should promote 
“intergenerational dialogues” to help reduce risks to children from changing caregiving roles; support 
programmes for caregivers, such as the Grandmother Inclusive Approach;52 provide targeted support to 
migrant households where children may lack supervision or access to educational support; and help 
families stay connected – for instance, by being able to have video calls. 
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EMPOWER CHILDREN AND YOUTH TO BE ABLE TO BUILD A BETTER FUTURE 
FOR THEMSELVES 
 

The first four objectives focus on addressing the conditions that drive distress migration in rural Southeast 
Asia and trap millions of children in poverty, compromising their health and well-being and making them 
deeply vulnerable to climate change. Those actions are urgent and essential, but young people deserve 
more. They also deserve a chance to participate in decisions that will shape their future.  

Around the world, youth are increasingly leading the way on climate justice, through advocacy from the 
grassroots to the global level, including a formal role in the UN climate regime; engagement in climate 
change adaptation planning and project implementation; and innovation and entrepreneurship. Young 
people have also engaged in discussions about migration in the context of climate change.  

Yet very few children and youth get such opportunities, particularly in the poorest communities. Adults 
need to do much more to empower migrant children and youth to meaningfully engage in debates and 
policy-making at the intersection of children’s rights, migration and climate change. 

With that in mind, national governments should integrate climate change into school curricula, starting in 
early grades and continuing through secondary school, and create spaces for children and youth to 
engage in policy-making and planning processes on children’s rights, migration and climate change at all 
levels, including regional forums and global processes. 

Donors and development partners, international humanitarian NGOs and UN agencies should improve the 
integration of children and youth considerations across non-child focused agencies and organizations; 
provide financial support and capacity-building to facilitate child and youth engagement in migration and 
climate forums; legitimize diverse forms of knowledge-sharing for children and youth, such as through 
drawings, videos and other forms of creative expression; and enable the leadership of child and youth 
environmental defenders by providing protection for them and facilitating their safe participation. 

 

Children and youth are inheriting a world filled with injustice and needless suffering, that is likely to 
become even more inhospitable as climate change intensifies. Migration could help them and their 
families become more resilient, rise out of poverty and improve their living conditions. That is only 
possible, however, if they can migrate safely – not in distress – and avoid exploitation and abuse. Those 
who stay behind also need stronger support and opportunities to thrive in their home communities. 

These young people deserve a better future. It is up to adults – especially those with resources and power 
– to start building that future, and to empower them to actively participate in shaping it.  
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