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What we learn 
from facts and figures
Mobility is a universal feature of humanity. People have 
been mobile and migrating since the beginning of time, 
and will not stop doing so.
There are as many reasons to migrate internationally as 
there are migrants, and those reasons are often overlap-
ping. Personal motivations, poverty, conflicts, fear of per-
secution, natural disasters, human rights violations, and 
gender discrimination are but a few factors that could play 
a role in the decision to migrate. There are numerous fra-
gile states in the world that do not belong to the poorest 
countries, but that have created an environment that pushes 
people to look for a better place elsewhere. It is not only 
poverty that motivates people to cross borders.

Many research studies [2] provide evidence showing that it is not the poorest of the poor 
who migrate internationally, because these people do not have the means to do so. The ma-
jority of migrants do not originate from the least developed countries. For example, leading 
migrant-sending countries in the world such as Mexico, China and the Philippines [3] are 
three among several countries with increasing socio-economic development indicators.

In fact, research has confirmed that in the short and medium-term, socio-economic deve- 
lopment of the country tends to stimulate international migration [4]. Michael Clemens 
from the Centre for Global Development also demonstrated that "over the course of "mo-
bility transition", emigration generally rises with economic development until countries 
reach upper-middle income and only thereafter falls"[5].

Raised expectations and better access to resources contribute to make migration seem more 
thinkable. Only at a [much] later stage, out-migration will gradually decrease [fig. 1].

This migration hump is interrelated with the level of human development. As the study 
led by Hein de Haas shows, the percentage of people moving abroad is higher in countries 
with a medium level of human development. Conversely, countries with low level of deve-
lopment have a low percentage of emigrants, even less than countries which are ranked 
very high in the human development index [fig. 2] [6].

Do you agree ?
[...]"…The idea is to keep people where they are by 

making a considerable effort for development and 

education of young people so they do not intend to 

leave..." [1]

[ François Hollande  President of France  September 2015 ]

We often hear. . .
Poverty is the root cause of international migration. 

The poorest of the poor are the ones who migrate in 

search of better economic opportunities and decent 

living conditions in developed countries, as they 

have no future in their homeland. Thus, by helping 

to improve the general economic conditions of deve-

loping countries, the rates of emigration to the de-

veloped world would also be reduced. Policies and 

practices to reduce the stream of international mi-

grants should focus on poverty eradication, which 

in turn could impact human mobility.

Figure  
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 Our vision
The right to leave any country, including one's 
own is recognized by the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights and people should be 
able to choose whether they want to migrate.

If development policies should serve one 
migration-related objective, it should be to 
create the conditions of that choice. As long 
as there are no economic opportunities for a 
decent life, as long as war and human rights 
violations prevail and fragile states exist, mi-
gration will remain a necessity rather than 
an option.

This process constitutes a reality for many countries ; however it is commonly overlooked and disregarded in political dis-
courses and strategies. For instance François Crépeau, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants affir- 
med that "If politicians think that by giving 500 billion euros to Africa they will curb immigration in the next five years, 
they are mistaken. Nevertheless […] it does not mean that developed countries should not help other countries to pursue 
their development path…" [7].

The relationship between migration and poverty reduction is complex and uncertain. A recent study led by Nicholas Van Hear 
and Ninna Nyberg Sørensen on the migration-development nexus [8] came to the following conclusion : "There is no direct 
link between poverty, economic development, population growth, social and political change on the one hand and interna-
tional migration on the other. Poverty reduction is not in itself a migration-reducing strategy." Thus, poverty reduction is a 
necessary but not sufficient condition to fight against migration out of necessity. Inequalities within and between countries 

must also, among other factors, be addressed.

The most concerning logic underlining this myth is 
the fact that migration is considered as something 
undesirable, denying its positive contribution to 
sustainable development in countries of destina-
tion, transit and origin. However, the Sustainable 
Development Agenda 2030 [9] has confirmed 
the undisputed idea that migration and develop-
ment are interrelated : "We recognize the positive 
contribution of migrants for inclusive growth and 
sustainable development".
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Positive contribution of migration to sustainable development

Mobility is a universal 
feature of humanity

Poverty reduction is 
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The Philippines is among the world’s leading migrant-sending 
countries, and is also a perfect example of the migration hump 
as shown in figure 2. Although now considered a middle inco-
me country, the Philippines, like many of the emerging coun-
tries, is facing the challenge of inclusive economic growth and 
equal redistribution which implies implementing reforms. This 
development issue remains one of the factors that have led the 
country to have the largest percentage of emigrant workers. 
Many of them are temporary workers such as nurses, sailors 
or domestic workers, and a large proportion of their savings 
is sent back as remittances to their families who remained in 
the Philippines [10]. Promoting overseas employment is in fact 
government policy.

Hence, with an increasing level of economic development, the 
Philippines is among the countries with the highest percentage 
of nationals working overseas.

             ld's leading migrant sending
               ries are often emerging ones : 
              the case of the Philippines
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Number of migrants who entered Europe in 2014 per nationality

Do you agree ?
[...] "We now have to take all the necessary steps 

to prevent young Africans from boarding a boat 

in Libya"

[ Liliane Ploumen  Minister for Foreign Trade and Develop-

ment Cooperation  the Netherlands ]

We often hear. . .
In the midst of the ongoing refugee crisis in the 

Mediterranean, development aid and coopera-

tion are important instruments in preventing or 

reducing irregular migration to Europe, with the 

idea that the EU should step up to "find structural 

solutions in Africa that tackle the root causes of 

migration".

What we learn 
from facts and figures
In order to shed light on this question, we should refer to EU 
principles. The primary objective of development aid is to re-
duce and, in the long-term, to eradicate poverty, as enshrined 
in Article 208 of the Lisbon Treaty. The main goal of development 
aid is not to "prevent people from migrating". Development aid 
substantially contributes to improve livelihood options, access 
to education, enhances social equality and economic growth, 
and as such contributes to make migration a choice rather than 
a necessity in the long term.

To make the reduction of "irregular" migration a primary goal of 
development aid would imply the selection of aid–receiving coun-
tries based on the fact that they are migrant-sending countries or 
on the assumption that they can curb migration to Europe, rather 
than based on their development needs. Following this logic, coun-
tries such as Haiti, Cambodia and the Central African Republic with 
little presence in Frontex statistics on irregular migration, would 
then find themselves with less development aid, while they are still 
among the least developed countries. 

Source : Frontex - Lefigaro.frSub-Saharan Africa
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MYTH Irregular migration to Europe can be reduced 
through development aid and cooperation
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Bakary and Moussa are both Mauritanians. They have been 
living in France for respectively 42 and 10 years. Bakary 
is retired, while Moussa is employed. They are both invol-
ved in the non-profit sector and carry out solidarity actions 
in France as well as in Mauritania. They say : "Are they 
[decision makers] making good use of development aid ? 
Does it create jobs or provide opportunities? They want 
to retain young people [in Mauritania] but with what ? 
There are many people who, if they had the choice, would 
not come to Europe. Many of them return to Mauritania 
when they have the means to do so. What we need is 
to resolve issues that force people to leave their country 
by fighting poverty, creating opportunities and improving 
people's living conditions. It is not Frontex that will pro-
vide answers to all these issues. Furthermore, does aid 
really reach those who need it most?
 
They [policy makers] should focus on the effectiveness 
of aid instead of trying to prevent people from moving 
as they have always done! "

            development 
         aid should bring. . .
What

 Our vision
 Migration has been part of human history since its very beginning. 

People have the right to leave their country. Such a right needs to be 
respected in the sending, host and receiving country. Overall, migra-
tion should be seen as an opportunity, not as a threat.

 Policies should support human rights, decency, dignity, well-
being and welcoming of people in need.

 Development cooperation is not an answer to so-called "irre-
gular" migration. Irregular migration can only be addressed by 
tackling the root causes of forced migration and displacement 
and by creating regular and safe migration options for those who 
are forced or wish to migrate.

 Development aid should never be used as a bargaining chip to 
prevent migration, but should continue to be needs-based and aim 
to eradicate poverty, as stipulated in the Lisbon Treaty.

 Greater policy coherence between migration and development 
should be explored – across policies such as trade, fisheries, agri-
culture, consumption and taxation. The impact of those policies on 
people’s livelihoods, on migration dynamics and on development 
aid needs to be taken into account.

 Development aid should be used to implement long-term 
strategies and not be diverted to support short-term emergency 
responses.

- Poverty fighting

- Policy coh
erence

- Aid effectiveness

- Respect for ri
ghts

- Safe and regular

  migration 
channels

Spread the word !

 Migration should be
 seen as an opportu- 
 nity not a threat.

The primary objective of development aid isto reduce poverty.

  Make migration    a choice rather    than a necessity

Regardless of the idea on which it is based, using development aid as a tool to curb migration can even be counter-productive. 
Many research studies have proved that development actually stimulates migration in the short-term [see myth 1] : the poorest 
people are not the ones who migrate internationally, simply because they do not have the means and resources to do so 
[See myths 1 and 3].

The instrumentalization of development aid for migration management purposes therefore cannot be justified either 
by EU principles or by its "effectiveness". Nevertheless, EU leaders often use this approach in their electoral rhetoric, in an 
attempt to garner political and electoral support. 
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World population

International migrants

South-North migration

This is the 
 % people 

talk about !

Do you agree ?
[...] "France cannot host all the misery
of Europe and the world".

[ Manuel Valls  French Prime Minister and Minister 
of Home affairs at the time  September 2012 ]

We often hear. . .
Developed countries in the North are being 
swamped by a massive flow of migrants 
from poor countries of the Global South.

Migration is a one-way movement that takes 
place from the Global South to the Global 
North.

What we learn 
from facts and figures
Today, it is estimated that there are 232 million international 
migrants across the world [1]. An "international migrant" is 
considered any person [man, woman or child] living outside of 
his/her country of birth. International migrants represent just 
over 3% of the world population. Even if international migration 
is more important in terms of numbers today, the ratio of the to-
tal number of international migrants over the world population 
has remained stable over the last 25 years – the percentage was 
2.9% in 1990 [2].

On the one hand, most international migratory movements take 
place between developing countries : in 2013, 35.5% of all inter-
national migrants [ 82.3 million people] [2] who represent the lar-
gest share of international migration flows, were coming from a 
developing country and had settled in another developing country.

On the other hand, migrants from the Global South living in the 
Global North represented 81.9 million people [2], accounting for 
only one third of international migration and 1% of the world 
population.

The outlook of international migration is not complete without 
considering migration of people from the North who are living 
outside of their country of birth. They are migrants too, even if 
they are often called "expats" ! In 2013, they numbered 67.4 
million : 53.7 million who settled in another developed country 
and 13.7 million who lived in a developing country.

03
MYTH Most migration takes place from developing to 

developed countries, From poor to rich countries
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 Our vision
Mobility has always been an integral part of 
human nature and has always contributed to 
building and nurturing the economic, social 
and cultural wealth of the world. Instead of 
being considered as a social and human issue, 
migration is often used as a scapegoat for elec-
toral purposes.

Thus, the political discourse on migration varies 
from one day to another and consequently aggra-
vates the gap between the perceptions and the 
reality of the migration phenomenon.

Media and politicians must shy away from po-
pulist rhetoric and use factual data when talk-
ing about migration !

Wherever they come from [ South or North ], migrants mainly settle in a country near to their own or with which they have 
historical or cultural ties.

When having a closer look at the number of non-EU migrants within the EU, statistics show that in 2011, migrants from coun-
tries with a low Human Development Index * [HDI] – mainly Sub-Saharan African and South Asian countries – represent only 
7.6% of the total number of international migrants [2]. The other 92.4% of migrants came from countries with a medium or 
high level of development. The majority of non-EU migrants in the EU come from another European country [37.2%] [3]. For 
example in 2012, nearly one in two migrants who arrived in France was born in another European country, while only three 
out of ten came from an African country [4].

Statistics show that the truth is far from the commonly-used "clichés" that spread the idea of human movement taking place 
only from poor to rich countries.

* Index incorporating indicators for life expectancy, literacy rates, educational attainment and GDP per capita

Mobility has always 
been an integral part
of human nature 

Political discourseaggravates the gap between perceptions and reality

they that different ?Are
 "   It will soon be three years since I moved to Belgium. I came 
here right after finishing my studies in the UK. I chose Belgium 
because it is an easy country to live in for me as a European; 
one can find jobs in English and Spanish, one doesn’t feel like 
an outsider as it’s very multicultural, it is well connected to the 
rest of the world and I can live a very similar lifestyle to the one 
I would live in Spain [despite having less sunny days]."

[ Leila  Spanish ]

 " I have lived in France for 20 years. I arrived in 1995 to study 
and get trained. As a former French colony, Guinea – my country 
of origin – is a French-speaking country. It was therefore easier 
for me to come to France because I already spoke the language. 
Once I graduated, I wanted to gain experience and take advan-
tage of different professional opportunities that were given to 
me. Thanks to my degree in computer science, I immediately 
found a job. Then I built my family life here. That made me stay. 
However, I still have one foot here and one foot there. I visit Gui-
nea almost every year and I’m thinking of returning there one 
day. Migration is a personal choice." [ Thierno  Guinean]
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Mobility contribues to build 
and nurture economic, 
social and cultural 
wealth of the world
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Spread the word !
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