
Migration in the Post-2015 Development Agenda 
 

Side event to the 4th Session of the Open Working Group (OWG) on Sustainable Development Goals 
Key messages 

18 June 2013, UN HQ, New York 
 
On the 18th of June 2013, the Permanent Mission of Bangladesh to the United Nations, in collaboration with the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM), convened a side event to the 4th session of the Open Working 
Group on Sustainable Development Goals, titled Migration in the Post-2015 Development Agenda.1 The 
following is a summary of the key messages arising from this event. 
 
Migration is and has always been a vital poverty reduction strategy and an enabler of sustainable 
development 
 

 Migration has been instrumental in achieving several of the current MDGs, including poverty reduction, 
gender equality, the prevention of infectious diseases, and environmental sustainability. Evidence from 74 
developing countries shows that migration improved health and education outcomes, infant mortality rates 
and overall poverty – for girls in particular. 

 For example, the UNDP has shown that those migrants who moved from low human development index 
(HDI) countries to higher HDI countries experienced, on average, a 15-fold increase in income; a doubling in 
education enrolment rates; and a 16-fold reduction in child mortality. 

 Mobility benefits not only migrants and their families, but their countries of origin and destination as well. 
Migrants fill critical gaps in labor markets, be it as doctors and nurses who support health systems, as 
construction workers who build the infrastructure undergirding economies, or as domestic workers, 
nannies, and health aides tending to the very young and the very old.  

 Meanwhile, the flow of foreign currency to remittance-receiving countries helps support the balance of 
payments; this makes it easier for countries to pay for critical imports, gain access to capital markets, and 
pay lower interest rates on sovereign debt. 

 In Bangladesh for example, the contribution that migrants make to the national economy has been notable: 
the share of national income comprised of remittances has risen from 4% of GDP in 2001 to 14% in 2012 - 
six times the amount of ODA received and twelve times the amount of FDI. 

 
However, migration also entails trade-offs and can create vulnerabilities 
 

 While mobility is a fundamental element of human freedoms, the ability to exercise this freedom is 
unequally distributed. Barriers to mobility remain highest for those who would potentially have the most to 
gain: the poor and the unskilled. 

 The costs of migration remain high and the conditions in which migrant workers live are frequently 
characterized by hazardous work environments, discrimination and insecurity. Millions of migrants, like 
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billions of poor people, live and work in informality with limited access to justice, labour rights, social 
protection and services. 

 But the success of those who illegally or exploitatively ply the migration trade depends on the failures of 
governments. As such, migration is not only a symbol of human liberty and an engine of economic growth 
for individuals; it also stands as a test of good governance, one that applies to virtually every government in 
the world. 

 Whether or not migration presents risks, or offers opportunities, therefore depends on the policies put in 
place by governments. Migration works best where it is properly governed and there is need for better 
governance of migration at national and international levels. As the Secretary-General’s Special 
Representative on Migration and Development has argued: “There is clear evidence that if states make 
more informed policy choices, they can generate large economic and social gains from migration, while 
ensuring decent living and working conditions for migrants”.  
 

The post-2015 development agenda provides an opportunity to focus on improving the quality of migration 
and the gains that can accrue to all stakeholders 
 

 Historically, migration was often seen as a failure of development policies, and the contributions of 
migrants were not widely appreciated. In many cases, this was because migration’s actual and potential 
benefits pass through the hands of migrants and their families, primarily, rather than through development 
agencies and governments. 

 Migration is also a politically toxic domestic issue in many countries, making it difficult to make advances in 
promoting its benefits. 

 Dissemination of data on remittances in recent years changed this to some extent with their headline-
seizing numbers: $401 billion through official channels; growing 8% annually; incredibly resilient and 
counter cyclical: in 2009, during the global economic recession, remittance flows declined by only 5% 
compared to declines of 89% for FDI in developing countries. 

 The concept of migration being an enabler of development has subsequently grown in significance 
internationally and is well anchored in the UN political agenda. 

 For instance, the UN Task Team report on the post-2015 UN Development Agenda acknowledges better 
managed migration as an essential enabler for inclusive social and economic development. 

 The outcomes of the thematic consultation on Population Dynamics – in the form of an Outcome 
Document developed through global consultations with experts, private sector and civil society, and the 
“Dhaka Declaration”, a political statement adopted by governments – also demonstrates the need to 
consider population dynamics, including migration, as an integral part of the post-2015 framework. 

 We have also heard speakers in the fourth session of the Open Working calling for a paradigm shift in our 
approaches to and perceptions of migration. 

 
But the migration and development community need to build consensus on key messages and demands for 
the post-2015 and Open Working Group processes 
 

 Despite these promising references, increasing opportunities for legal channels of labour migration is still 
far from being on top of the development agenda. 

 The rather meager mention of migration in the report of the High-level Panel underscores the fact that 
there is still more convincing to be done. 

 So there is still scope for platform building and advocacy on migration. But there is greater awareness of 
the relevance of migration in the development community today than there was in 2000 when the MDGs 
were born. 

http://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/Poverty%20Reduction/Realizing%20the%20future%20we%20want.pdf
http://www.oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/?p=10831


 The forthcoming 2013 High Level Dialogue on International Migration and Development presents one such 
opportunity, as should the Global Forum on Migration and Development and the Global Migration Group. 

 
There are a number of important levers through which migration could be incorporated in the post-2015 
agenda 
 

 Better facilitate movements by taking measures to reduce the upfront costs for migrants (for 
documentation and recruitment); invest in skills development; better match labour supply and demand 
across borders; and enhance portability of qualifications and entitlements. All told, the exorbitant fees 
migrants pay to recruitment agencies and for travel and work documentation, as well as for transferring 
remittances amount to tens or hundreds of billions every year; reducing these would significantly improve 
the development outcomes from migration. 

 Promote respect for the rights and advancement of the human development of migrants, including by 
enforcing labour and due process rights, and providing better access to services and social protection. 
Common action, meanwhile, can eliminate the discrimination and rights violations that millions of migrants 
face, and mitigate the effects of the long separations from their families that many migrants experience.  

 Recognize the contribution that migrants make to the development process, and engage them as 
development partners, including through institutional structures that create regular dialogue, and simple 
procedures and targeted products and services to facilitate migrant and diaspora savings and investments. 

 Establish and build upon existing regional and global partnerships to facilitate safe, exploitation free 
migration and improve migration management. Just as for other vectors of global interdependency, such as 
trade and finance, there is only so much that any single country can achieve in the area of migration 
without the collaboration of other states and stakeholders. 

 Recognize new and emerging challenges that impact on migration prospects and on migrants, such as 
complex emergencies, environmental degradation and climate change. 


