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Migration has become the issue of the Century.  It provokes news headlines everywhere, it is what makes or 

breaks economies, and it inspires hundreds of conferences... such as this one. 

 
I wish to tell the real story of migration today. I focus on six key chapters, six global challenges:   

 

Firstly, to recognize that migration, and more migration is here to stay.   
 

Second, to highlight the growing structural demand for international labour and skills mobility. 

 
Thirdly, to underline systemic pressures for exploitation and abuse of migrants. 

 

Fourthly, to remind of the comprehensive framework for governance of migration. 

 
Fifthly, to raise concerns about arbitarily redefining governance.  

 

Sixthly, mobilizing a migration policy that obtains dignity and decent work for all. 
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1.  Migration today? 

 
There are an estimated 232 million people residing today in countries other than where they were born or are 

citizens.  ILO calculated that 105 million of the 214 million people living outside their countries of birth or 

citizenship in 2010 are economically active.  That is to say: employed, self-employed or otherwise engaged in 

remunerative activity.   
 
That represents nearly all of those of working age.  Given an estimate of one accompanying dependent for each 
active adult, well over 90 per cent of migration today is bound up in labour and employment outcomes.
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Economic contributions and the employment characteristics of migrants are central to labour markets and labour 

force composition, in more than 100 countries today. Foreign born workers now comprise 10% to 15% of labour 
forces in Western European countries, around 18% in immigration countries of Australia, Canada and the USA.
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Taking account of offspring of recent immigrants gives figures of 20% or more of work forces “issue de 

l’immigration” in some European countries, 19.6% in Germany to be exact.  
 
It also represents growing portions in many countries in Africa, Asia, the Americas, the Caribbean, and Eurasia.  

50-90% of work forces in most member States of the Gulf Coordination Council (GCC).    
 

Development and migration 

 
Development is the catchword for discussion of migration these days. Migration today is in fact more significant 

for maintaining development in the industrialized north than for achieving development of the South.  In fact, 

migration may be about no less than the survival of development in the North.  

 
As former mayor Ken Livingston said, London would not make it to breakfast without migrants.  And look at the 

quintessentially Austrian city of Vienna, where 49.5% of population is foreign born or has at least one foreign 

born parent!  Proportions of foreign born among populations of major cities across Western Europe and North 
America are similarly significant. 

 

Too often development is simplistically equated with growth of GDP, increased domestic production of goods 
and services.  However, it is much more than that.  A more adequate understanding of development is: 

the elaboration of productive means, forces, and capacities –and output providing goods, services, 

technology and knowledge to meet human needs for sustenance and well being.   

 
Development is bound up in building the material means for extraction and transformation of resources; 

production of goods, services and technology; constructing infrastructures required for transportation 

and distribution of resources, goods, services as well as people; and providing for human well-being in 
terms of employment, housing, nutrition, healthcare, education and culture in its broad sense.  

Elaborating these material means requires ‘developing’ the labour force and its skills to do all this as 

well as to expand technology, knowledge and capital itself.
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Elaborating and maintaining these material means requires developing the labour force and its skills to do all this 

as well as to continue expanding technology, knowledge, and capital itself.  And that is certainly as much an 

issue for the 'developed' North as for the developing South. 

                                                
1
    ILO, International Labour Migration: a Rights Based Approach, International Labour Office, Geneva, 2010, page 1. 

2
    Recent figures for most EU countries and “immigration countries” mentioned are found in the OECD International 

Migration Outlook: SOPEMI 2011 Statistical Annex 
3
     In “Rethinking Development and Migration; Some Elements for Discussion,”  online GMPA Working Paper by Patrick 

Taran, Global Migration Policy Associates. 
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Evolution and diversification of technology along with transformations and relocations of industrial processes 

and changes in the organization of work itself are constant characteristics of the world of work today.  This 
constant evolution requires accelerating complexity, diversity and specialization in the competencies and skills 

of work forces in each and every country worldwide.   

 
No country today can form or train the entire range and number of ever-evolving skills and competencies needed 

to perform the ever more complex, inter-related work done on its territory.   

 

This drives a constantly increasing, international mobility of skills, competences and labour at all skill levels.  
Migration is today international labour and skills mobility. It is the key factor to sustaining and renovating 

essential processes of development: production of goods, services and knowledge, distribution, construction of 

facilities for housing, education, healthcare and transportation.   
 

2. The plot thickens 
 

New evidence suggests that the world is on the eve of far greater international mobility.   
 
A recent forecasting study by the McKenzie Global Institute estimates that the global shortage of high skilled 
and trained technical skills is projected to reach 85 million by 2020.  This in just seven years, when employers 

around the world today complain that they cannot fill one in three jobs on offer with the needed level of skills.   

 
Within 15 years, the majority of world's countries –and populations-- will be in work force decline and 

population ageing mode.
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  Germany looses 5 million members of work force in next ten years, the Russian 

Federation has lost 10 million since 2000, and rate is now some 1 million workers less per year in its domestic 
labour force.  The Japanese labour force will shrink 37% over the next 25 years.  A recent study says that 

Switzerland will need 400,000 additional workers by 2030. And Qatar 1 million additional migrant workers 

before 2020.  And there's the big one:  China's work force will decline by at least 126 million people in 20 years.   

 
If that weren't enough, wake up.  Argentina, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Brazil, Colombia, Indonesia, Iran, both 

Koreas, Lebanon, Mauritius, Mexico, Morocco, Peru, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, Thailand, Tunisia, Turkey, 

Vietnam, --among others-- have reached or are reaching zero population growth rates by this or next year.
5
  

Tunisia reached it 7 years ago 

 

That means that over the next 15 years or less, all of these countries face increasing departures from the work 
force uncompensated by entrants.  Already, the net flow of migration between the USA and Mexico is 

southward.  To Mexico.   

 

This means increasingly intensified global competition for the most crucial economic resource of all today, 
labour and skills.  And particularly for virtually all levels of trained skills.  

 

3. Abuse, exploitation and xenophobia  
 

                                                
4    For a corporate view on the phenomena, see Ernst & Young online report: “Six global trends shaping the business 

world: Demographic shifts transform the global workforce” at http://www.ey.com/GL/en/Issues/Business-
environment/Six-global-trends-shaping-the-business-world---Demographic-shifts-transform-the-global-
workforce 

5
    See for example the CIA World Factbook, Country Comparison: Total Fertility Rate(s) at 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2127rank.html.  2.2 children per woman is 
considered the ‘replacement rate’ of zero population growth, below which population will decline. 

http://www.ey.com/GL/en/Issues/Business-environment/Six-global-trends-shaping-the-business-world---Demographic-shifts-transform-the-global-workforce
http://www.ey.com/GL/en/Issues/Business-environment/Six-global-trends-shaping-the-business-world---Demographic-shifts-transform-the-global-workforce
http://www.ey.com/GL/en/Issues/Business-environment/Six-global-trends-shaping-the-business-world---Demographic-shifts-transform-the-global-workforce
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2127rank.html
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When labour does move as it must, it is often subject to abuse, exploitation and draconian repressive measures.  

Those who suffer most are the many persons simply obeying –often with little choice—the laws of supply and 

demand of the globalized capitalist market economy.  In this situation, the basic dignity and rights of migrants as 
workers and human beings are undermined, especially those in irregular situations.   

 

Exploitative conditions for migrants are structurally driven.  As is irregular migration.  It's the nature of the 
system.  For many enterprises in many countries, for entire economic sectors, low cost foreign labour is the only 

ticket to survival.  Literally.  Agriculture would simply not be viable in Europe nor in North America, nor would 

a part of the population afford to eat without cheap immigrant labour.  Health and home care for children and 

increasing populations of ageing people depends on migrants.  As do hotel, restaurant and tourist sectors in many 
countries.  Global competition, free trade, and the race to the bottom phenomena push against costs of labour and 

provision of social services, indeed they challenge the very social function of States.   

   
Keeping some migrants cheap, docile, flexible –and removable without social costs-- becomes not just highly 

desirable.  It becomes imperative to keep jobs at home and economies afloat.  No matter what those jobs are and 

who is doing them.  It is no accident that from 6 to 11 million undocumented migrants have remained in the US 

economy over the last three decades.  It is also no accident that there are significant numbers of undocumented 
workers throughout the EU and in many other countries.  Even as rhetoric abounds about controlling migration, 

migrant workers remain in irregular situations, tolerated because they provide that cheap, docile, flexible labour 

needed to sustain enterprises and employment.   
 
An excerpt from the executive summary of a recent report on the UK sums up features consistent with data from 

other EU countries:
6
 

“Migrants, especially those from outside the EU15 who have limited access to social security provisions, 

face the paradoxical position of being welcomed by businesses and the state due to their high flexibility 

and minimal utilisation of the welfare state on the one hand, whilst facing increasing unease and hostility 
from anti-immigrant groups, the same state that welcomes them, and large numbers of the general public 

on the other.  

The highly unregulated and flexible economy has allowed many migrants to easily find work and 
businesses to remain competitive whilst simultaneously creating the conditions for widespread 

exploitation and producing divisions amongst workers, both between (native) born/migrant and between 

different groupings of labour migrants.  

Exploitation is linked to a hierarchy of vulnerability with the rights and entitlements guaranteed or not 
by a migrant’s legal status, the legal provisions between the UK and a migrant’s ‘home’ country, 

unionisation, racism, contract type and flexibility all affecting this vulnerability hierarchy.”  

 
Migration is a key zone of contention between labour and capital today.  It is certainly where division of wealth 

is fought out-- how much of what is generated is returned to capital versus how much goes to working people as 

remuneration and to and populations as public services.  Migration is also a terrain of dispute over conditions of 
work.  Will work be decent or become yet more precarious and exploitative?   

 

Migrants are often the vectors of contention over conditions of work and investment in safety and health 

protections versus lowering costs to obtain higher returns on capital. Or simply to maintain returns. Migration 
also poses the question of whether – not just to what extent-- working people remain organized to defend and 

advance their interests. Migrant workers are key to whether and how employees –workers– freely associate and 

organize to collectively bargain for fair remuneration and decent work conditions. 
 

The challenge of xenophobia and a good response 

                                                
6    Ian M. Cook, Hierarchies of Vulnerability: Country report United Kingdom; Labour migration and the systems of social 

protection, Multikulturni Centrum Praha, Czech Republic, 2011, page 4  
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A particularly burning concern is the perceived generalized rise in both application of discriminatory policies 

and of racist, xenophobic behaviour against migrants. Hostility towards migrants has been manifested 
worldwide.   The concern is aggravated by the absence, with one or two exceptions, of vigorous responses by 

governments to anticipate, discourage, prevent and prosecute perpetrators of manifestations of racist and 

xenophobic hostility against foreigners.   
 

Social cohesion can only be maintained by deliberate legal, institutional and practical measures.  The 

demonstrable proof is that in a few countries –such as Ireland-- there have been almost no racist killings of 

migrants nor burnings of businesses, homes or places of worship of foreigners. There, anti-immigrant politicians 
and political parties have gained no traction and no prominence.  Discrimination against foreigners may be 

manifested. But is expressly made unacceptable. 

 
The generalized atmosphere of inclusion in Ireland is no accident.  It is the consequence of the political 

discourse projected from the highest level, in statements and acts by Presidents, by consistent official annual 

national Anti-Racism Workplace Weeks jointly instigated by government, social partners and civil society with 

highly visible media campaigning, public events, and all kinds of awareness raising, organizing and advocacy in 
workplaces, communities, churches across the country.  This attitude was shaped in the exemplary Irish National 

Plan of Action Against Racism inspired by the outcome of the Durban World Conference, elaborated in dialogue 

across Irish society and institutions.   
 

Where it counts most, non-discrimination, anti-racism and integration of migrants have been prominent elements 

in the Irish national Social Partner agreements since the late 1990s, and have been incorporated in labour 
contracts, in trade union priorities and in training of business leaders and employers.  Not to underestimate is the 

mutually reinforcing establishment of institutions to promote, advocate and monitor equality of treatment, non-

discrimination and integration. Key among these is the Irish Equality Authority and the (recently discontinued) 

National Coordinating Committee Against Racism and Intolerance bringing together government and civil 
society. 

 

Had such a package of discourse, measures and institutions been practised elsewhere, the news headlines coming 
out of other countries would be very different than what they are today.  

 

4. The governance framework 
 

The elaboration of national and international systems of government over the last century recognized that 

governance of societies and nations required regulation among conflicting and competitive interests in operating 

the means for production and distribution of goods, services, knowledge and technology.   
 

The economic processes of capitalist industrialization clearly required normative regulation to provide protection 

and decent conditions for persons engaged in work.  Regulation was also essential to support employment, to 
ensure social protection, and to invoke social dialogue to resolve contentions between the main economic actors: 

employers and workers.  That was what a major part of the Treaty that ended World War I was about.   

 

International concern for protection of workers outside their own countries was explicitly established in the 
Treaty of Versailles of 1919. The first international conference on migration took place in 1923.  That was in 

Bologna, Italy, convened by the Italian government under fledgling ILO auspices to press the destination 

countries of the day to reduce the terrible abuse of migrants of that time. 
 

The first international treaties with provisions on legal and social protection for migrant workers were drawn up 

in the 1930s.  Subsequently, a range of instruments in several areas of international law established a 
comprehensive framework of legal norms for governance.  Relevant provisions are found in five categories of 
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international law:  

 

The nine main Human Rights Conventions; 2) all up-to-date International Labour Standards; 3) the widely 
ratified 1951 Convention and 1967 Protocol on the Status of Refugees, 4) the Vienna Convention on Consular 

Relations; and 5) the two Protocols on trafficking in persons and smuggling of migrants to the Convention 

against transnational organized crime.  
 

Specific regional instruments on human rights, migrant workers, refugees, and trafficking established by the 

African Union, the Council of Europe, the European Union and the Organization of American States provide 

further normative guidance in their respective regions. 
 

At the core of the global legal regime for migration governance are three complementary, sequential instruments 

specifically on international migration: ILO Conventions 97 and 143, and the subsequent ICRMW built on the 
ILO conventions. All three contain norms for governance and administration of migration and provisions for 

international dialogue and cooperation, as well as specific standards recognizing and protecting the rights of 

migrant workers and their families.   

 
87 countries have ratified at least one of these three instruments.  Counting in not yet ratified signatories of the 

ICRMW,  98 countries are legally bound to uphold migrants rights on their territories.  That is two-thirds of all 

countries for which migration is significant economic, social and political governance concern. That means that 
a large portion of countries concerned have committed to putting national migration legislation, policy and 

practice --notably the protection of migrants-- within the framework of global international standards.  That 

includes 11 of the 'EU 15' and some 22 of the 47 member States of the Council of Europe.   
 

Meanwhile, the existing multilateral institutional architecture is being abandoned and torn down.  The roles and 

competences of the relevant UN agencies as well as specific migration outcomes of the World Conferences over 

the last 20 years have been set aside.  Instead, construction of closed intergovernmental “States' owned” 
platforms for consultation and deal making on migration have been built outside the UN system.  This has also 

taken place at regional level, outside existing multilateral institutions responsible for migration regimes in 

regional communities of States.  
 

Governance structure for migration –and the ideology of governance of migration-- is changing, in both old and 

new immigration countries.  Locus of migration governance long time in labour and employment-concerned 
ministries.  Reflected primary needs to regulate work force as well as support and oversee employment relations 

and social dialogue.  And I emphasize dialogue and negotiation.  And the fact that most migration was, and is, 

bound up in world of work. Regardless of motivations, employment, refugee flight, family reunion, studies, 

some 90% of migration is tied to economic activity in end result shall we say.  According to ILO figures. 
 

Now, the control, state security and repression institutions of States predominate in sometimes, quite literally 

controlling migration, and migrants.  In all aspects, including the fundamental ones of labour and employment 
domains.  

 

5. Redefining a new governance regime 
 
The governance structure for migration –and the ideology as well as practice of governance of migration-- is 

changing in both old and new immigration countries. The locus of migration governance in immigration or 

migrant receiving States over previous decades was generally in labour and employment-concerned ministries. 
This designation reflected the primacy of needs to regulate labour markets and protect workers as well as 

oversee employment relations and social dialogue.  Those ministries retained the vitally important competences 

not only in labour market administration, but also in supporting and mediating as needed dialogue and 
negotiation between social partners, the employers and the unions representing the collective voice of workers—
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including migrants. This reflected the reality that then and now, regardless of migrant motivations whether 

seeking employment, refugee flight, family reunion, environmental displacement, or pursuing studies, some 90% 

of migration results in employment outcomes or is directly dependent on those who are economically active. 
 

Security and control institutions of States now increasingly predominate in managing and controlling migration, 

and migrants.  This appears to be coincident with a broad redefinition of conditions for labour.  The treatment 
imposed on a substantial migrant component of work forces can and does influence treatment of the work force 

more broadly.  Administration of the increasing foreign component of work forces by interior or home affairs 

ministries has significant consequences in shifting emphasis of law enforcement affecting workplaces from 

labour standards to immigration enforcement.  Similarly, in imposing policing solutions to labour conflicts at the 
expense of social dialogue.  

 
Coincidentally, movement monitoring and control measures have been strengthened worldwide,  with imposition 

of pervasive identity document, surveillance and border control mechanisms.  International travellers as well as 

migrants are now subject to identity and control measures previously only utilized for criminals and suspects in 

democratic regimes: fingerprinting and other biometric tracing data incorporated into now standard travel 
documents.  

 

Globally integrated movement tracking permits permanent surveillance of travellers and facilitates restricting, 
detaining or intimidating movement by persons considered undesirable by a particular government. Such 

enhanced and universalized control measures have implications for exercise of freedom of association rights in 

internationalized labour markets and employer chains.  More generally, the tightened control on movement 

facilitate tightened control on workers and work forces, restricting realization of rights to change employers or 
employment areas to escape exploitative or oppressive conditions.  

 

Another redefinition is aggressive promotion of short term, temporary, and seasonal migration regimes, often 
under the generic misnomer “circular migration.”  Advocates of expanded 'circular migration' characterize it as 

the solution to both employment needs and to protecting 'national cohesion and cultural integrity' of nation 

states.  'Circular migration' temporary migration regimes tend to offer explicitly restricted application of labour 
rights, such as exclusion of freedom of association while subjecting migrants and their employers to reduced or 

non application of labour standards and prevailing levels of remuneration.  

 

A justificatory discourse in promotion of such temporary regimes posits that the level of rights protections can be 
negotiable.  The terminology of rights versus numbers and the price of rights is used to show the advantages of 

trade offs where wider access by migrant workers to higher wage labour markets would be obtained by accepting 

reductions in application of labour rights.  The argument that lowering wages will instigate creation of more jobs 
is not infrequently invoked in this discourse.  

 

6. Steps forward 
 

Any discussion of governance in this arena –with lots of forces at play-- is to generate and mobilize an 

irresistible force for extending the normative regime of governance to where it counts.  Because there is, from a 

human point of view, an irresistible set of values and logic behind that regime.  
 
However the future is designed, labour migration will be ever more important for Europe, and the entire world. 

Countries represented here need to reformulate their migration regimes to ensure the future viability of their 
work forces and to ensure that all participants in the work force are entitled to decent work.  Coherent legislation 

and policy are essential.  The key components are:   

 

 Obtaining collection and analysis of relevant labour migration and labour market data to guide policy 

formulation. 
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 Engaging social partners –employers and worker organizations—in migration policy and administration. 

 

 Strengthening the standards-based approach to migration, in national law and practice,  namely by 

ratification of ILO Conventions 97 and 143 on migration for employment and the International Convention 
on rights of migrant workers. 

 

These are the inescapably essential foundations for: 

 Elaborating comprehensive national policy frameworks on labour migration, and ensuring a key role for the 

ministry responsible for labour and employment 

 

 Reformulating an informed and transparent labour migration system to meet measured, legitimate labour 

needs –in context of a vision for sustaining development  

 

 Enforcing minimum decent work standards in all sectors of activity, to suppress abuse of workers and 

reduce incentives for recruitment of irregular migrants. 

 

 Continuing to implement the exemplary Irish national plan of action against discrimination and 

xenophobia.  
 

 Extending social protection, specifically social security coverage and portability to all migrant workers. 

 

 Retooling vocational education and training to meet current and foreseeable future national needs as well 

as international demand. 
 

 Enhancing the contribution of labour and skills mobility to the global employment agenda. 

 

 

History tells us that migration has been an essential ingredient of growth and development of many countries. It 
already has been to the growth and prosperity of this region. And it will be essential to economic survival in the 

years to come.  However, unless regulated by appropriate laws and policies, migration will entail high costs in 

violations of rights of persons, in social disruption, in reduced productivity, and in lost opportunities for 
development.   

 

Migration must be governed under the rule of law, with the involvement of key stakeholders, notably employers 
and worker unions as well as civil society.  It must uphold equality of treatment and the full application of rights 

and protection for all workers present in the country.  
7
  

 
 
 
* * * 
 
Patrick Taran,  
President,  
Global Migration Policy Associates (GMPA) 

email:  taran@globalmigrationpolicy.org 
 

                                                
7
  ILO, Multilateral Framework on Labour Migration: Non-binding principles and guidelines for a rights-based approach to 

labour migration, International Labour Office, Geneva, 2006.  Available at: 

http://www.ilo.org/public/libdoc/ilo/2006/106B09_343_engl.pdf 
 

mailto:taran@globalmigrationpolicy.org
http://www.ilo.org/public/libdoc/ilo/2006/106B09_343_engl.pdf
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