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Relational (im)mobilities: a case study of Senegalese coastal
fishing populations
Caroline Zickgraf

Hugo Observatory: Environment, Migration, Politics, UR-SPHERES, University of Liège, Liège, Belgium

ABSTRACT
Immobility and mobility are often viewed as fixed, binary opposites:
one is either a migrant or a non-migrant. Yet, everyday experiences
and realities elude such simple bifurcation. Non-migrants are not
necessarily immobile: they frequently participate in small-scale
movements and are well-engaged in social spaces that cross
international borders. Similarly, migrants often engage in
corporeal, material and communicative practices that anchor
them to their homelands. This article applies a climate mobilities
lens to a qualitative case study of an urban Senegalese fishing
community, characterised by its ‘micro-mobilities’ as much as by
its international migration. Specifically, I take the case of Guet
Ndar, Saint-Louis. Faced with rising seas, eroding coastlines, and
depleting fish stocks and biodiversity, Guet Ndarians abroad and
at home respond to the ensuing degradation of livelihoods and
the destruction of homes by altering their mobility patterns
through circular labour mobility to Mauritania, which then
enables smaller-scale local movements including self-relocation
via social and financial remittances. I argue that (im)mobilities are
neither fixed nor all-encompassing but are rather relational and
uneven – in time, space and agency – and that environmental
changes pressure people, regardless of their migration status, to
redirect their (im)mobilities into new constellations.

KEYWORDS
Immobility; mobilities;
environmental migration;
climate change; Senegal

Introduction

Migration studies have been criticised for ‘sedentary optics’ (Molland 2018) or a ‘seden-
tary bias’ (Jónsson 2011) as migration is being exceptionalised (Schapendonk, Bolay, and
Dahinden 2020; Schewel 2019). This perception that migration is somehow abnormal
manifests, too, in public and political discourses on climate change, which have long
focused on the threats posed by mass migration and displacement (Bettini 2013).
These discourses consider ‘staying put’ to be unproblematic and even desirable. Only
in the last decade has environmental migration research started to pay attention to the
vulnerability of another group: the people who cannot, or will not, migrate out of
harm’s way (Foresight 2011).
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Emerging empirical work investigates what drives immobility, but research has yet to
sufficiently explore the ways that mobility and immobility relate. Despite the long-held
consensus that mobility within and outside of environmental contexts occurs on
spectra of time, space and agency (Lazcko and Aghazarm 2009; Ionesco, Mokhnacheva,
and Gemenne 2016), immobility and mobility are frequently viewed as fixed, binary
opposites. They are, moreover, conflated with migration status: one is either a migrant
or a non-migrant. Everyday experiences, however, elude such simple bifurcation. In
the sub-field of environment and migration studies, static categories of migration fail
to accurately portray how people move between mobility and immobility, and howmobi-
lity is dynamic, relational and subjective. Moreover, much of the political debate in inter-
national or national fora has relied on external conceptualisations rather than the
perceptions of affected populations themselves (Suliman et al. 2019; Farbotko 2022).

To capture this fluidity and relationality, this article, therefore, follows the call for a new
research agenda on the environment-migration nexus, one of climate mobilities (Boas
et al. 2019; Boas et al. 2022). A mobilities lens elucidates the ways in which non-migrants
are also mobile actors. I apply this thinking to the case of a bustling, urban fishing quarter
in northern Senegal, concomitantly facing environmental threats to livelihoods and land.
On one hand, coastal erosion and storms are destroying sea-front homes, displacing
locals, and, on the other, overfishing and climate change’s maritime impacts are
making local artisanal fishing less sustainable as a livelihood strategy. In this context,
people are transforming their movements in various ways, and the community is
defined by its micro-mobilities and cultural anchorings asmuch as it is by its international
labour migration. I argue that using a climate mobilities lens enables us to see spaces of
mobility that encompass movement and stasis of people, of material and immaterial prac-
tices, and to analyse how these spaces are affected by, and respond to, environmental
change. Spaces of mobility are not defined by migration of any individual member or
household. They are constituted by community ties, familial relationships and the prac-
tices that sustain them, which are not strictly tied to the city or even country of origin.

The article is structured as follows: the first section outlines the ways that research has
addressed ideas of mobility and immobility in environmental contexts in terms of agency
and in terms of time and space. The second describes the methods and context of the case
study presented, while the third presents findings in terms of spatio-temporal (im)mo-
bility dynamics, migration included. Finally, the multi-scalar dimensions of spaces of
mobility are examined as they speak to studies of migration as adaptation and social resi-
lience in contexts of environmental change.

State of the art

The UK’s 2011 Foresight report on Migration and Global Environmental Change first
introduced the notion of ‘trapped populations’ into the environmental migration
lexicon, referring to those who need to move, want to move, and yet lack the ability to
do so (Black and Collyer 2014). This then triggered new interest in the mobility-immo-
bility nexus within environmental contexts. A series of empirical studies have since
explored who remains and what limits their mobility, divided along lines of the
agency. One group of research focuses on trapped populations, emphasising that
people who are involuntarily immobile are often amongst the poorest in terms of
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resources, assets, and various forms of capital (Blondin 2020; Nawrotzki and DeWaard
2018; Logan, Issar, and Xu 2016; Gray and Mueller 2012). The policy concern
becomes how people can overcome the threshold of immobility and ‘turn into migrants’
(Schapendonk, Bolay, and Dahinden 2020, 3). These studies have helped scholarship to
identify the multiple, intertwined barriers to migration in the contexts of environmental
change and the very real consequences for non-migrants living in fragile areas or amidst
crisis, who would – given the opportunity – prefer to leave (Lubkemann 2008).

The second group of environmental immobility research finds that immobility does
not always represent a lack of choice, just as migration is not always a failure to adapt.
Increasingly, studies in environmental contexts recognise that immobility, too, can be
voluntary and that applying trapped populations too broadly or without empirical inves-
tigation risks obscuring the agency of non-migrants (Farbotko et al. 2020; Mallick and
Schanze 2020). In a study in the central highlands of Peru, Adams (2016) noted that
even when people were dissatisfied, attachment to place was more likely to drive immo-
bility than resource constraints. Similarly, Farbotko (2018, 2022) found that in the face of
adverse climate impacts on health and livelihoods, indigenous people of the Pacific
increasingly prefer to stay on their lands for cultural and spiritual reasons rather than
to relocate. Such studies help to restore agency to non-migrants, whose voices and
experiences are seldom elevated within migration studies.

Both groups of research highlight that immobility, like migration, is multi-causal, and
that environment is rarely the determining factor. However, certain conceptual and
empirical gaps persist. Literature on climate and migration, or environmental migration
more broadly, skews toward questions of causality: causality of migration and, more
recently, the causality of non-migration. Research gives comparatively little attention
to the underlying spatio-temporal dynamics of mobility itself (de Campos, Bell, and
Charles-Edwards 2017). The boundaries between climate mobility and immobility are
seldom explored as they play out across distances and over time. Adjusting our focus,
for example, we might see how circular, seasonal migration is defined by both departure
and return, movement and stasis. As Zhang (2018, 201) notes, ‘where return migration
was once considered the end or reversal of a migratory journey […] return migrations are
now seen as components of a grounded, temporally differentiated circularity’.

Binary thinking dividing people into those who move and those who stay – strictly
based on migration status – is inadequate for capturing the space in between, i.e. the
immobility experiences of migrants and the mobility experiences of non-migrants. To
date, there has been little regard for the way environmental changes shape everyday
mobility in communities of origin, and as Safra de Campos et al. (2017, 2) note,
‘migration itself forms just one component in a broad spectrum of mobility behavior’.
If we consider that a spectrum of mobility includes (im)mobilities for migrants and
non-migrants alike, we may begin to capture everyday movement as it reacts to and
affects environmental change in new ways. A promising direction for future research
is, therefore, offered by the mobilities paradigm, which moves away from classic
migration/non-migration distinctions and towards an understanding of how mobilities,
immobilities and moorings intersect (Sheller and Urry 2006; Urry 2007; Boas et al. 2022).
Hannam, Sheller, and Urry (2006, 3) note: ‘mobilities cannot be described without atten-
tion to the necessary spatial, infrastructural and institutional moorings that configure
and enable mobilities’. It recognises, moreover, that migrants do not exist a priori, but
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are ‘made’ through regulations, visas and border processes, and that they may not always
be the most pertinent subject of study (Hui 2016, 74).

As the editors of this Special Issue note, applying a climate mobilities perspective is
less about what drives people out of places affected by the impacts of climate change or
about making empirical distinctions between climate or non-climate migrants. It is
instead about giving analytical priority ‘to understanding how people perceive and
interpret climate changes in their surroundings in relation to their im/mobilities’(Boas
et al. 2022). This allows us to capture spatio-temporal dynamics that are largely left
untreated or escape a migration lens. ‘Micro-mobilities’ or ‘everyday mobilities’ allow
us to capture a broader range of movement in response to sudden or slow onset
environmental changes. For example, commuting practices by non-migrants fit
neither into a sedentary framing of ‘staying put’ nor into a migration framing where
one is expected to move across geopolitical boundaries. Approaching movement
from a climate mobilities perspective also enables scholars to more explicitly recognise
the dynamism of (im)mobility status. One can move between moments of immobility
and mobility. One can migrate and then become ‘stuck in mobility’ (Hess 2012), includ-
ing protracted displacement after a disaster. Lastly, it allows us to explore (im)mobilities
as relational. Adey (2006, 76–77) highlights the subjectivities and relationality between
mobility forms: not only how mobilities appear immobile, but also how they behave
and function empirically in this way: ‘while things are always on the move, they can
appear in a fixed and stable manner because mobilities are all different, and we
relate to them in different ways’.

Context and methods

Environmental mobility can be witnessed across Senegal, from displacement due to
flooding to more economic migration patterns associated with slow-onset impacts on
livelihoods (Dimé, Wade, and Ehode 2017; Hummel 2015; Van der Land and
Hummel 2013; Tacoli 2011). While its interior faces desertification, water scarcity and
drought, the Senegalese coastline is threatened by climate change impacts of coastal
erosion, sea-level rise, flooding, soil salinisation and increasing storm surges (Salem
2013). These environmental changes threaten the livelihoods of the approximately
600,000 people directly or indirectly working in the Senegalese fishing industry (FAO
2015), augmenting and diversifying existing mobility patterns. However, African
fishing communities receive scant attention in environment and migration research
(Zickgraf 2021). Studies on coastal and fishing communities in West Africa are scarce
compared to those in interior, drought-prone regions (Vigil Diaz Telenti 2019; Antwi-
Agyei et al. 2018; Hummel 2015; Sow, Adaawen, and Scheffran 2014). Additionally,
urban zones are by and large researched as destinations for migrants, rather than
studied as points of origin (Delazeri, Da Cunha, and Oliveira 2021; Ishtiaque and
Nazem 2016; Barrios, Bertinelli, and Strobl 2006). Therefore, the present qualitative
case study is novel in approaching climate mobilities in an urban, coastal fishing
quarter of West Africa.

This case study specifically targets the city of Saint-Louis. Situated on the north-
western coast of Senegal, the city of Saint-Louis is home to the second largest population
in the country after Dakar. It is also one of the most environmentally fragile places in the
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country. In 2008, UN-Habitat designated the Saint-Louis the ‘the African city most threa-
tened by the rising levels of the sea’. The city has a diverse population, broadly divided
into three tracts of land: the mainland, Sor, the touristic centre of Saint-Louis Island, and
a thin, sandy strip of land on the Langue de Barbarie spit, which includes the neighbour-
hood of Guet Ndar (see Figure 1). The latter faces concomitant sea level rise, coastal
erosion, soil salinisation, maritime storms and depletion of fish stocks and biodiversity
(IPCC 2014; Ndour et al. 2014).1

Guet Ndar is unique in the Lange de Barbarie: a fishing quarter wedged between the
Senegal River and the Atlantic Ocean where its inhabitants are intimately tied to their
surroundings, both culturally and economically. Nearly the entire population depends
on artisanal fishing for their livelihoods. Considering the vulnerability of natural
resource-dependent livelihoods and their exposure to both oceanic and riverain
hazards, Guet Ndarians are among the most vulnerable Saint-Louisians to environmental
change. From a land-based perspective, river flooding has long been an issue, while the
sea-level rise and increasing wave intensity has resulted in severe coastal erosion, with
multiple seafront homes and workspaces destroyed or partially damaged (Ndour et al.
2020). The updrift segment of the Langue de Barbarie, which encompasses the study
area, witnessed erosion with an average rate of −4.19 m/year from 2003 to 2016
(Ndour et al. 2018).

Compounding vulnerability, the quarter is one of the most densely populated districts
globally, with more than 25,000 inhabitants occupying an area 1 km long and 300 m wide
with a density of 1491 inhabitants per hectare (Diop 2020). Any loss of land, therefore,
brings major consequences. Further to these land-based threats, artisanal maritime
fishers find themselves in a progressively more dangerous occupation. The depletion
of local fish stocks and decreasing biodiversity owing to overfishing by foreign trawlers,
along with changing oceanic currents and wave intensity, means Guet Ndarians must fish
farther afield into deeper, more perilous waters for less catch. The impact of overfishing is

Figure 1. Study area, from Google Earth.
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felt throughout the community – fewer and less valuable fish cripple what historically was
a profitable trade, the economic engine of the city (Ndour et al. 2014).

For this community, migration is not born of climate change, it is part and parcel of
maritime fishing livelihoods. Guet Ndar and the surrounding neighbourhoods have an
extensive history of seasonal migration, both to other parts of Senegal and to other
countries of West Africa (Seck 2014; Sall and Morand 2008). As in many parts of the
world where people depend on natural resources, here, the boundaries between what
constitutes economic migration and what constitutes environmental migration are
blurred (Afifi 2011). In order to allow fish to reproduce, and therefore to ensure the sus-
tainability of their catch, retired fishers reported moving seasonally from Guet Ndar
southward to other areas of Senegal and to other West African countries such as the
Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, Guinea-Conakry, Sierra Leone and Liberia during the reproduc-
tive season, returning home to fish locally the majority of the year (Zickgraf 2018). As one
respondent said, ‘the fish migrate and so must we’.2

The findings I present come from research stays in Saint-Louis since 2014 of four- and
six-week durations,3 in which I asked residents who stayed, why they chose not to
migrate when so many others were doing so, and what the relationship was between
those who go and those who stay. I conducted semi-structured interviews with a
maximum variation sampling strategy, as well as interviews with expert and national
and local officials (n = 17), as well as more informal, moderate participant observation.
A total of 51 interviews were conducted with Guet Ndarian men (n = 39) and women
(n = 12), migrants and non-migrants, active and retired people from a variety of
fishing-related occupations. Respondents ranged in age from 21 years old to 67 years old.

The community, unlike more touristic areas of the city, is relatively isolated and
many consider themselves marginalised by the Senegalese government, and so this
last aspect necessitated significant attention to building trusting relationships with
individuals and the community. In order to contact potential participants, a local
translator (Wolof to French) from Guet Ndar and from a fishing family was invalu-
able. He and another local contact acted as gatekeepers giving me access to the urban
quarter. I then spent time not only conducting interviews but also observing fishing
practices, routines, and family life through moderate participant observation within
participating homes and in public gathering spaces including the fish market and
retired fishermen’s tents.4

Findings

Circular labour mobility is not new to Guet Ndarians, but climate change is altering the
volume and spatio-temporal dynamics for individuals, households and communities.
Therefore, I analyse how climate change impacts have altered historical (im)mobility
dynamics, not as they create out-migration from Guet Ndar. Owing to overfishing and
climatic impacts on oceanic currents, as well as a number of related economic and pol-
itical factors, people’s mobilities are changing in terms of duration and destination. The
following sections argue that a strict application of categories of migration and non-
migration fails to capture the nuance and relationality of (im)mobility dynamics, demon-
strating that a mobilities lens may help research tackle climate (im)mobilities, firstly in
space, secondly in time, and, finally, across individual, household, and community
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scales. Guet Ndarians adapt to the adverse impacts of environmental change using mul-
tiple, connected forms of (im)mobility practices that constitute spaces of mobility.

International migration, micro- (im)mobilities

In 2014, all Guet Ndarian participants had local knowledge of their degrading physical
environment and livelihoods, even if few attributed these changes to climate change.
Men and women struggled to make a living from local fish stocks and dwindling biodi-
versity. At the same time, they watched their shoreline erode over the years, pushing
them into even more cramped living conditions. Nonetheless, several older people said
that they preferred to die rather than to leave Guet Ndar. One woman, while acknowl-
edging the communities’ vulnerability to sea-level rise and coastal erosion, remarked,
‘There are no circumstances in which I would leave. I’m not scared. I know how to
swim’.5 It is where they were born and where their ancestors were buried. One
fisherman pointed out that, even though he did not have the resources to relocate, it
was not money that anchored him to his homeland, ‘This is the land of my grandparents
[… .] Even if I had billions. We are very attached to the land, even if we had the means [to
leave].6

Guet Ndarian identity is strong and bound to the land, family, and cultural attach-
ment, but the attachment is also to the sea. Even after the 2008 economic crisis, few
moved out of the industry seeking better or more secure livelihoods. When asked why
they did not find alternate livelihoods, and why they continued to train their sons to
fish rather than to pursue formal education, participants reported that at least in
fishing their children would always be able to eat. One older resident noted:

Our grandparents were born here. I was born here. This is a traditional family home. Our
whole family is here so we stay. In Guet Ndar, we are all relatives. All of us. And we have
nowhere else to go, which adds to our problems, we only have here. We don’t have other
means either. We don’t have other revenue sources to try to find something. Because we
only have the sea and the river for our work because we are born here and we only know
how to fish.7

Dependence on artisanal fishing leaves Guet Ndarians economically vulnerable to the
maritime impacts of climate change and industrial overfishing. However, it also
offered participants an option to cope with, and even adapt to, these impacts.8 Guet
Ndarians are amongst the most experienced and knowledgeable maritime fishers in
the whole of Africa and used to working throughout West Africa during the Saint-Loui-
sian reproductive season. As local livelihoods become more unsustainable, they increas-
ingly look toward Mauritania, whose border with Senegal is a mere nine kilometres from
Saint-Louis. This concentration of movement signals a break from the geographical dis-
persion of the past along the West African coast.

In contrast to Senegal, the northern neighbour has waters rich in fish but a population
poor in experienced fishers versus other agricultural livelihoods. Mauritanian private fac-
tories even send envoys to Guet Ndar to recruit fishers offering contracts and fronting
costs for new nets, motors, or other equipment. International labour mobility then
allows coastal fishing families to diversify their income and face the adverse impacts of
climate change and it enables them to remain fishing. Money earned in Mauritania is
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then sent back to families in Guet Ndar via informal remittance mechanisms or brought
when fishers return home for religious holidays such as Korité and Tabaski.9 For poor
and wealthy fishers alike, this money is essential for supporting their families. It allows
them to decrease reliance on local, natural resources and livelihoods, and secure food,
shelter, and other essentials as part of a household strategy (Stark and Bloom 1985).

International labour mobility, in turn, enabled and facilitated immobility in two ways.
Firstly, the movement of some family members allowed others to stay in Guet Ndar
through remittances sent or brought back. Secondly, it facilitated different micro-mobi-
lities to respond to local coastal erosion and overcrowding. Although Guet Ndarians were
hesitant to abandon their land in 2014, by 2016 nearly all residents I spoke with recog-
nised that sooner or later the sea ‘will arrive’.10 Straddling environmental risks and place
attachment, remittances sent back, often accumulated over years, financed the construc-
tion of homes in other parts of Saint Louis: in Hydrobase, just south of Guet Ndar on the
Langue de Barbarie within relative walking distance and much less crowded and the
home of the fish market, or to neighbourhoods on the mainland, Sor, a 10-minute
drive to the ocean.

For many, these new constructions are considered second homes. Guet Ndar consists
of traditional family homes that house multiple generations with up to 30 people living in
one place. These ancestral homes are passed down generationally and it is considered
vital that they are occupied and cared for. Commonly, a relative or group of relatives
stays in the family home, with others occupy the new residence. This, in turn, leads to
a new, everyday ‘micro mobility’ within Saint-Louis. For retired fishers, they could
visit Guet Ndar as they wished, spend their time socialising with fellow fishers in
seaside tents, and return home in the evening. Others slept in the new homes only
when storms approached. For active workers, they moved back and forth between
Guet Ndar and Hydrobase, where they keep their boats, shops and where the market
is located. These short distance moves do not qualify as migration because they occur
within the boundaries of Saint-Louis, but they are, nonetheless, a form of mobility
responding to environmental change.

Such everyday movements are a product of financial remittances but also of social
remittances, or the beliefs, knowledge, values and skills, obtained and transmitted
through migration (Levitt 1998). Guet Ndarians are highly attached to place in a cultural
sense, where culture and livelihood are indistinguishable, and from a spatial sense.
Fishers are used to migrating for work, but they do not have a history of commuting
locally. Families are accustomed to their boats and equipment being within view, or at
least within reach. When working off the coast of Mauritania, however, migrant
fishers had to commute between their (rented) homes or fishermen’s camps to the
coast. Employing this practice during periods of migration then shifted their opinions
on commuting within Saint-Louis. A community defined by its links to the sea,
moving away from the ocean, storing boats out of sight, and living on the mainland
seemed unfathomable to many participants in the past. Moving away, therefore, required
an adjustment in both how livelihoods are conceived and how they are enacted through
mobility. Financial remittances make local mobilities possible but social remittances
make them imaginable.

However, while some build homes away from the encroaching sea thanks to the profits
of international labour mobility, it is important to point out that not all are able to do so.
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Often, internal movement is seen as less demanding in resources than international
movement, and, therefore, the poorest are either immobile or are only able to move
short distances. In Guet Ndar, it is quite the opposite. For poorer fishers with failing
or aging equipment, factories offer credit for the purchase of nets, motors and the repara-
tion of artisanal ‘pirogues’ – a debt that eventually must be repaid from the profits of
catches.[1] Wealthier Guet Ndarian fishing families, with their own boats and supplies,
escape this debt trap and are, therefore, able to earn higher profits more quickly in
places like Nouakchott and Noadhibou, and to move back and forth between countries
more readily. Therefore, international labour mobility is available to most fishermen, but
local, internal relocation is a luxury for the few (Zickgraf 2018).

Temporal (im)mobilities

Migration is typically categorised as temporary or permanent, with the former including
circular and seasonal movements (Khoo et al. 2008; Bell and Ward 2000). Seasonal
migration is commonly associated with environmental change, particularly among
resource-dependent livelihoods, where people may move to urban centres during the
agricultural ‘off season’ and return home for planting and harvests, or move to other agri-
cultural areas according to crop seasonality (Antwi-Agyei et al. 2018). By what measure
we qualify a temporary or permanent migrant varies according to the source, with some
labelling short term or temporary migration as ranging between three months to one
year, and permanent as more than one year. Others distinguish by temporal intention:
Chen, Katrina, and Mueller (2015) describe temporary migrants as those who leave for
short trips and then return to the area of origin and permanent migrants as those who
move over longer distances with no intention of return. These categories are mutable,
i.e. a temporary move may become permanent and a migrant that intends to move
permanently, or has been abroad for more than a year, may in fact return to the point
of origin.

Certainly, if judged by intention, permanent international migration among partici-
pants’ households was rare. Some had relatives who had moved long-term to other
countries such as Spain, but, as Hofmann (2014, 36) points out, ‘moving is hardly ever
seen as an absolute, irreversible motion’. Among fishers, traditionally, seasonal migration
was the norm, spanning from weeks to a few months. However, owing to maritime
changes including overfishing and shifting oceanic currents, labour migration diverged
from historical patterns. People reported moving for longer stretches abroad. For
some men, this was because they accrued debt with recruiting factories, which they
had to pay off before earning profits. For others, monetary gain in Mauritania out-
weighed the profits they could earn at home, and therefore, they stayed year-round
with exceptions for sporadic or holiday visits, when they would stay around one
month before leaving again. Even though according to some international definitions,
these people were ‘permanent’ migrants, they did not qualify their moves as permanent
nor was their intention to ever settle in Mauritania.

Minimal family reunification in Mauritania, and a lack of investment in the destina-
tion, is evidence of the ultimate, or intended, return of fishers. It was exceptional to see a
wife or child accompany a fisherman abroad. In the case that it did occur, women acted as
‘house mothers’, cooking and cleaning for their husbands and other fishers, and
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sometimes engaging in small-scale commerce at local markets. No respondents reported
owning homes or land in Mauritania. Thus, their remittances went towards supporting
their families in Guet Ndar and investing in land and homes in Saint-Louis to ‘prepare
their return’.11 The focus of labour mobility was not to escape Senegal but to help them
cope with environmental changes ‘back home’. As one participant remarked, ‘It’s better
there [Mauritania]. It’s better than to stay here because when you are there you can fix the
problems here. But when you are here you can’t fix anything’.12

When I asked fishers why, considering the economic opportunities elsewhere and the
economic, demographic, and environmental challenges they faced in Guet Ndar, they did
not move permanently to Mauritania, respondents were often puzzled by the question (if
they did not laugh outright). When asked if he had considered moving to Mauritania,
considering the amount of time spent there each year, one person emphatically stated,
‘No, no, categorically no. […] There is just for work!’13 Moreover, they were, many
exclaimed, Guet Ndarians. They had no intention of leaving their land, cultures, or com-
munities, nor a desire to do so.14 Migration was temporary, their identities were perma-
nent.15 In framing the migration decision as one of the aspirations to migrate or to stay,
we, therefore, might miss the aspiration to return.

Yet, not all fishers moved for long periods of time. In fact, it is common practice to
cross the Senegalese-Mauritania maritime border for a few weeks, a few days, and
even for a few hours at night to fish in more populated waters and return home with
the catch. The preferred mobility pathway is in fact to obtain one of 400 licences
granted to Senegalese artisanal vessels each year, who after a period of 15 days fishing
for Mauritania are allowed to bring back their catch to sell in Senegal.16 These licences,
however, are hard to come by, especially considering the high demand and boom in the
number of Senegalese and other West African pirogues in recent decades (Sall and
Morand 2008). Moreover, Mauritania over the years has, at times, revoked or failed to
renew the bilateral agreement (Zickgraf 2019).

In some instances, fishermen who were unable to obtain one of the licences crossed
into Mauritanian waters and brought fish back to Guet Ndar illegally. This circular mobi-
lity, however, is a dangerous one, especially considering the history of conflict between
the two countries (Parker 1991). Even fishermen granted licences reported racism,
abuse and corruption during their encounters with the Mauritanian coast guard, but
those caught without licences reported being beaten, jailed, heavily fined and having
their materials or catch confiscated. These abuses caused some fishermen to stay in
Guet Ndar, preferring to cut their household expenditures including food for their
families rather than to risk their safety and face hostility in Mauritania.

These movements are difficult to qualify from a spatial or temporal migration perspec-
tive. Crossing a border for a few hours or even days typically does not qualify as
migration. It is a short-distance (albeit international) temporary and circular movement.
Moreover, many participants engage in multiple mobility practices. For example, boats
returning from Mauritania after months abroad, who then fish nightly just across the
border during their time at home, only to again leave for months at a time. Permanent
or temporary migration distinctions renders everyday mobilities like these, or the com-
muting practices described above invisible, where people are neither migrants nor
immobile, and therefore points of temporary or permanent migration become moot. Cir-
cular migration might be somewhat more apt, inclusive of commuting between Guet
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Ndar and other parts of the city, or between Senegal and Mauritania, even if it is often a
matter of hours or days. These circular labour mobilities echo European mobility
schemes within the Schengen area in which it is common practice to work in one
country and live in another – which is rarely, if ever, referred to as migration.

Multi-scalar (im)mobilities

Classifying (im)mobilities greatly depends on the unit of analysis and the perspective
taken, considering that (im)mobilities are relational and uneven at the community,
household and individual levels. Guet Ndar is neither mobile nor immobile. We
cannot speak of an entire community on the move in contrast to relocations in which
entire villages move together to a new destination. Nor can we speak of a ‘trapped popu-
lation’, evidenced both by voluntary out-migration and by micro-mobilities that are sub-
stantial part of everyday life. Scaling down, most studies examine the environment-
migration nexus at the household level, particularly when surveys are conducted or
census data employed (van der Geest et al. 2020; Thiede, Gray, and Mueller 2016).
These studies distinguish between migrant households, on one hand, and non-migrant
households on the other, based on the assumption that the household is a collective
migration decision-making unit (Stark and Bloom 1985). Nearly all households in
Guet Ndar claimed one, if not several, migrant members (internal or international),
making such a distinction of little value.17 As one participant joked, ‘There [in Maurita-
nia], you’d think no one was left in Senegal’.18

Not every individual in Guet Ndar migrates though, whether they do not aspire to or
do not have the ability to do so (Carling 2002). Demographic and social variables includ-
ing gender, socio-economic status, and livelihood, all impacted individual (im)mobility
dynamics. Age, too, affected the likelihood to migrate. Young children stayed in Guet
Ndar with their mothers and elderly relatives until boys began to fish anywhere from
11 to 14 locally or internationally.19 One older woman noted, ‘Because here the children
are obliged to leave it’s up to the old to stay’.20 But (im)mobility is dynamic: among the
older participants in this study, retired fishermen all reported having embarked on inter-
national seasonal or circular migration at some point in their career.

Women migrated much less frequently than men out of Saint Louis. They were
immobile owing to their roles as mothers, wives and daughters, responsible for house-
hold management and care responsibilities, but it was also common for women to cite
their occupations as constraining their migration opportunities. Guet Ndarian women
are active in the fishing sector, primarily as ‘transformatrices’ (the women who process
fish by salting, curing or smoking) and as ‘mareyeuses’ (fish vendors in the local market).
In contrast to their fishermen counterparts, many did not see migration as a viable
option to improve their livelihoods.21 Unlike a boat, their equipment and professional net-
works were rooted in Guet Ndar, difficult to relocate, which left themmore exposed to local
impacts of climate change and less able to move away. Many Guet Ndarian women worked
in cramped and increasingly dangerous conditions with dwindling income as land and fish
grew scarcer. Similarly, the (im)mobility of livelihoods presented challenges for carpenters,
boat painters and others implicated in the fishing industry.

Such non-migrants did not enact ‘migration as adaptation’ at the individual level but
being immobile relative to migrants does not preclude engagement in spaces of mobility.
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These spaces stretch across (and yet are also defined by) geopolitical boundaries and are
embedded in coupled social and ecological systems. Senegalese women, children, the
elderly and men who ‘stay behind’ are receivers of social and financial remittances
that help them, too, to cope with, and adapt to, environmental change, even if they do
not migrate themselves. One woman, whose husband sent money home fromMauritania
remarked, ‘That’s how we live. […] You can buy milk, sugar…All that you couldn’t do if
[the men] stayed here’.22 Indeed, many participants considered fishing and cross-border
mobility to be family ventures more than individual enterprises. Pirogue teams were typi-
cally staffed by relatives and the proprietors of fishing boats were often returned, retired
fishers or non-migrant family members managing and profiting from international
labour mobility from Saint-Louis.

A lack of migration, moreover, did not mean individuals were immobile. Non-migrant
respondents, including those who never stepped foot outside of Senegal, too, exercised
micro-mobilities when they move to and through other parts of Saint-Louis. The return
home of retired fishers signalled the end of migration, but it did not signal the end of
their mobility through and around Saint-Louis, such as the commuting described above.
In some cases, women’s everyday mobilities made up for shortfalls in household income
and insufficient remittances. For instance, some Guet Ndarian women travel to disembar-
kation points daily in hopes of being given fish from relatives or friends to sell to make ends
meet or to bring home to feed their families (Figure 2). As one woman explained:

Because the women are always there, at home, so they have to deal with the [family’s] needs.
The men give you what they have, and if it’s not enough, it’s you who must complete it. And
sometimes, if there’s nothing, then it’s you who has to get by.23

Spaces of mobility, therefore, are not singularly formed by migration, but rather by a host
of practices that connect individuals, households and communities. It is also important to

Figure 2. Women arrive to collect fish from disembarking boats at Hydrobase market, photo by the
author.
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note that practices of material exchange, visits and communication allowed migrant
respondents to feel connected to their families and community back home, keeping
them moored in Guet Ndar even while on the move (Hannam, Sheller, and Urry 2006).

Applying a mobilities lens rather than a migration one is thus particularly powerful
when combined with translocal and transnational approaches (Faist 2000), for
example by employing a translocal social resilience framework (Sakdapolrak et al.
2016; Peth, Sterly, and Sakdapolrak 2018). Building on concepts of social resilience
(Adger 2000; Obrist, Pfeiffer, and Henly 2010), Peth and Sakdapolrak (2020) define trans-
local social resilience as the capability of social entities (e.g. communities, households or
networks) and their components (e.g. migrants and non-migrants) to deal with shocks
and stress or to make use of opportunities to maintain or increase their well-being.
With its emphasis on linkages at multiple scales, future research may then see how
and to what extent non-migrant and migrant actors use various forms of mobility to
respond to environmental change without privileging or burdening the migrant,
moving away from ‘migrant exceptionalism’ (Hui 2016; Zhang 2018).

Conclusion

In many cases, categories like migration and non-migration do help more than they hurt
to describe and analyse migration dynamics as they respond to and impact environ-
mental change. However, a climate mobilities approach allows scholars to see everyday
movement and moorings in space and time that have yet to be adequately explored
within the environment-migration nexus. This study contributes to the emergence of a
climate mobilities literature by showing that a strict migration lens does not capture
many of the complexities of movement, such as everyday micro-mobilities like short-dis-
tance (self) relocation, commuting practices or short-term border crossings that co-exist
and together constitute spaces of mobility.

The case of this Senegalese fishing community, moreover, demonstrates how mobility
and immobility are multi-scalar. Migration is embedded in broader spaces of mobility,
formed by migrants and non-migrants through material and immaterial practices that
are dynamic and infused with social meaning. We should consider, therefore, (im)mobi-
lities at multiple temporal and geographic scales as they interact. In turn, we can see if
and how these are used to proactively or reactively respond to environmental change.

It is not enough, however, to recognise and broaden the spatial and temporal scope of
what constitutes mobility and to credit non-migrants’ mobility practices as if they are
somehow better or more important than immobility practices. Contrary to the
common perspective that internal moves act as a stepping stones to international
ones, it was rather the inverse in this study. International circular mobility of fishers
facilitated local movement within Saint-Louis, allowing participants to adapt to the
threats posed by climate change while remaining attached to place. Future research
should, therefore, acknowledge the rootedness of people on the move, which equally con-
stitutes and defines their social space and may keep them connected to their places of
origin and inform the aspiration to return. Thus, merging climate mobilities studies
with translocal social resilience is a promising avenue.

Finally, a climate mobilities lens can help advance scholarship by destabilising hierar-
chies of mobilities that privilege (and burden) migrants, treat migration as exceptional,
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and non-migrants as passive or unworthy subjects. (Im)mobilities are neither fixed nor
all-encompassing but are rather relational and uneven – in time, space and agency – and
environmental changes are pressuring people, regardless of their migration status, to
redirect their (im)mobilities into new constellations.

Notes

1. Additionally, the opening of a breach in 2003 had disastrous effects for rural villages in the
southern part of the Langue de Barbarie, with many villages being destroyed.

2. Quotes within this article have been translated either from Wolof to French with the assist-
ance of a translator, and then into English by the author, or directly from French to English
by the author.

3. Each stay consisted of two periods for two separate research projects: High-End cLimate
Impacts and eXtremes (HELIX, 2013–2017), a European Commission funded FP7 pro-
gramme and IMMOBILE (2015–2018), a research project financed by the Belgian National
Fund for Scientific Research (FNRS). New government interventions since fieldwork have
not been considered within the scope of the article.

4. This was valuable in order to engage in interviews and in informal discussions with groups of
fishermen, noting their points of agreement and disagreement with each other around the
themes of research and I was able to monitor the validity of information gathered in interviews.

5. Transformatrice, 67, Guet Ndar, 30 July 2014.
6. Retired fisherman, 61, Guet Ndar, 30 June 2014.
7. Transformatrice, 67, Guet Ndar, 30 July 2014.
8. Coping is a short-term survival strategy, whereas adaptation is a long-term, planned process

of adjustment to climate change.
9. Korité refers to Eid al-Fitr in Wolof. Tabaski refers to Eid al-Adha.
10. Transformatrice, Hydrobase, 31 March 2016.
11. Retired fisherman, 61, Guet Ndar, 30 June 2014.
12. Transformatrice, 67, Guet Ndar, 30 July 2014.
13. Intermediary between fishers and factories, Hydrobase, 17 March 2016.
14. This should also be considered as these aspirations to return are influenced by the harsh

treatment Senegalese experience in Mauritania.
15. Identities are dynamic and shift over time and life phases, but respondents did not see their

identities as Senegalese – or Guet Ndarian – as mutable.
16. Under the agreement in 2018, Senegalese crews are allowed to capture up to 50,000 tons

each year with a maximum of 400 vessels.
17. This must be taken in context because the size of households in Guet Ndar is above average

considering that multiple generations and nuclear family units live together.
18. Housewife, 38, Hydrobase, 25 March 2016.
19. Not all boys in Guet Ndar become fishers. Families often select some children to fish and

others to pursue formal education.
20. Transformatrice, Hydrobase, 31 March 2016.
21. There were a few reported instances of women migrating with their husbands to Mauritania

to either manage large houses of Guet Ndarian migrants or to process fish. One participant
was born in Mauritania but moved ‘home’ as an adolescent. One participant previously
engaged in cross-border commerce between Senegal and the Gambia.

22. Housewife, 21, Hydrobase, 26 March 2016.
23. Former entrepreneur, 53, Hydrobase, 21 March 2016.
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