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Many people have moved to the city of Pedregal, Peru, in the Atacama Desert, since the 

implementation of a large-scale irrigation project in the 1980s. Consequently, Pedregal has seen 

rapid growth and an increasing number of migrants from the highlands. Before migration, many 

of these people were small-scale subsistence farmers. Currently, however, many are employed as 

day farm laborers and irrigation managers on commercial farms in Pedregal. Adaptation scholars 

have posited that adaptation to social-ecological change could include mobility (Agrawal, 2009; 

Burnham & Ma, 2016), and some argue that mobility and labor migration in fact represent 

successful autonomous adaptation through diversifying income sources (e.g., Afifi et al., 2016). 

However, others scholars have argued that mobility and labor migration result from a lack of in-

situ adaptive capacity and may be maladaptive over the long term (e.g., Jacobson et al., 2019; 

Tiwari & Josh, 2016). Generally, there is limited empirical evidence demonstrating the 

relationship between these migrant laborers and their capacity to engage in automatous or 

planned adaptation strategies in destination areas. This paper begins to address this gap by 

combining theories of adaptation and environmental justice to analyze 40 qualitative interviews 

in the city of Pedregal with migrant farmworkers, irrigation managers, authorities, and farmers. 

We found that people migrate not only because of their motivation to pursue economic and 

social opportunities for themselves and their families but also because of changes in the climate 

and the associated impacts on their agricultural livelihoods. We also found that some planned 

adaptation strategies, such as the implementation of water committees to re-organize water 

allocation, can be insufficient for addressing changing community needs, such as those of 

migrant farmworkers, irrigation managers, and their families, who are integral in the agricultural 

system in the destination areas. Together, these results suggest a great need for governance 

structures to better respond to migrants’ needs in the context of social-ecological change such as 

migration, climate change, and shifts from subsistence to more neoliberal forms of agricultural 

livelihoods and provide important insights for policy-makers and development actors working in 

destination areas in Peru and beyond.


