
in the past, humans were the driving force behind ghost towns. once the mining booms 

faded, fortune seekers moved one. but increasingly, environmental forces are causing 

people to flee their towns, and scientists fear the damage could be greater than ever.

words  Livia Albeck-Ripka

The Changing 
Nature of 

Ghost Towns

A gymnasium destroyed during a series of disasters in Fukushima, Japan.
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But in recent decades, another force has come into play, 
which may be even more powerful than those preceding it. 
Climate change is making an increasing number of places 
around the world too hot for comfortable human habitation. 
In addition, some places will experience more rain and floo-
ding. It is also likely that natural disasters, such as wildfires 
and hurricanes, will become more frequent, and, some 
scientists say, possibly even more destructive. 

“There is no place in the world where you will be able to 
escape climate change,” says Camilo Mora, an associate 
professor in geography at the University of Hawaii, and the 
lead author of a 2013 study in the journal Nature, which 
identified the year in which various cities would experience 
unprecedented heat. In particular, places in the tropics will 
reach temperatures that, month after month, would simply 
be impossible for the human body to endure, says Mora. In 
other cases, she adds, water might run out, or economies 
which rely on agriculture might collapse. This has already 
happened in Santiago K, Bolivia, which was abandoned 
after years of drought dried up the river and quinoa fields.

“On the one hand, ghost towns have unmistakable appeal 
— they are a destination point, a human trace in the trackless 
wilderness. On the other hand, they owe their existence to 
human disruption, exploitation, and littering of that very wil-
derness,” writes Cheryll Glotfelty, an English professor at the 
University of Nevada, Reno in The Riddle of Ghost Towns in 
the Environmental Imagination. And by reminding us of our 
all-too-human failings and vulnerabilities, Glotfelty writes, 
ghost towns can force us into existential contemplation.

But if, in the future, humans are forced out of an even 
greater number of places, the same may not be true for the 
rest of the living world. Research has suggested that the 
soil, plants, and, in some cases, animals of those razed and 
plundered desert sites might be more resilient than once 
assumed. In Kolmanskop, Namibia, sand has blown its way 
back through deserted buildings, for example. And in the 
Pacific Northwest, abandoned buildings are often ensnared 
in vines. One of the most surprising re-colonizations, howe-
ver, might be that which has taken place in one of the most 
iconic ghost towns in the United States: Bodie, California. 
It is here that squirrels, pushed out of their natural forest 
habitat by climate change, have sought refuge in the cool, 
dark ruins. 

At 9am on a Friday in early February, 1869, a miner from 
Cornwall named John Deason was digging in the red earth 
near Moliagul, southeastern Australia, when he found the 
world’s largest gold nugget. It did not take long before news 
of the roughly 140-pound gold lump — which Deason found 
in soil no deeper than a thumb, and dubbed the “Welcome 
Stranger” — had spread, and prospectors flocked to the 
town, hoping to find similar riches. 

At that time, gold was discovered throughout Moliagul, 
and the town had grown to accommodate thousands of 
residents, including a blacksmith and a butcher. But by the 
late 20th century, most of the gold had been unearthed, and 
Moliagul’s population dwindled to fewer than 100 people, 
leaving it all but a ghost town. Throughout history, similar 
stories have played out in dozens of regions, particularly 
in Australia and the United States, as gold, silver, and coal 
were discovered, mined, and depleted. 

Historically, this kind of resource extraction, along with 
natural disasters — hurricanes, mudslides, volcanoes, and 
wildfires — have been the main forces behind the formation 
of ghost towns. But as human beings increasingly modify and 
shape their environment, the reasons people might aban-
don a place are becoming more diverse. In 1986, a nuclear 
explosion in Chernobyl, Ukraine, left the city empty, as did 
a similar disaster 25 years later in Fukushima, Japan. Poor 
urban planning in hundreds of Chinese cities have left them 
eerily underpopulated. And in the United States, the failed 
motor industry led to the decline of Detroit, Michigan.

The best way to understand how places rise and fall is 
to think about them in terms of their “amenities”, explains 
Philip Graves, an economist at the University of Colorado at 
Boulder, who has written about the economic forces shaping 
ghost towns. Those amenities, Graves says, might be things 
we can use to make money: deep-water ports, fertile land, or 
rich veins of ore. Or, he says, they could be things we simply 
enjoy: a nice climate, scenic views, and culture. In either 
case, when these are depleted, or vanish altogether, a place 
becomes much less desirable to live in. In some cases, the 
desertion is gradual (economic recession, for example), and 
in other cases it is abrupt (such as in Pahoa, Hawaii, which 
was devastated by the eruption of Kilauea volcano in 2018). 
“In extreme cases,” Graves says, people will abandon a place 
forever, “leading to ghost towns”.

“There is no place in the 
world where you will be able 
to escape climate change.”

Santiago K in southwest Bolivia abandoned after years of drought.
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