People on the move
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GENEVA — The 21st century will be defined by the mass movement of people from one country and continent to another. The number of women, men and children living outside of their homeland already stands at some 200 million, almost the same as the population of Brazil, the fifth largest country in the world.

Looking to the future, it seems certain that the world will witness new and more complex patterns of displacement and migration. Unless corrective action is taken, climate change, environmental degradation and natural disasters will make life increasingly unsustainable in many parts of the planet. Armed conflicts will be initiated and fuelled by a growing competition for scarce resources such as water and grazing land.

Rising sea levels may lead to the disappearance of certain island states and the displacement of entire populations. At the same time, the growing gap between the winners and losers in the globalisation process will induce millions more people to look for a future beyond the borders of their own country.

These developments have created a number of important challenges that demand a coherent and coordinated response from the international community.

The first challenge arises from the increasingly complex nature of human mobility. The majority of people who move are migrants who leave their own country because they are unable to establish sustainable livelihoods, because they want to improve their standard of living and because their skills and labour are needed elsewhere.

Others are forced to abandon their homes and seek sanctuary in another state as a result of persecution and armed conflict. Under international law, these people are considered as refugees. As such, they have been granted specific rights, including protection from being forced to return to their country of origin.

The responsibility of UNHCR, the UN’s refugee agency, is to uphold the rights and meet the needs of this latter group. In many parts of the world, however, refugees and migrants are to be found travelling alongside each other in what have become known as ‘mixed movements’, heading in the same direction and using the same forms of transport.

These include flimsy and overcrowded boats of the type seen in the Mediterranean Sea, the Atlantic coast of Africa and the Gulf of Aden. In most cases, the people involved in such movements are not in possession of passports and visas.

Such ‘irregular’ movements have prompted many states to erect new barriers to the arrival and admission of foreign nationals. These measures have had some negative consequences, including that of preventing refugees from seeking the safety they need.

We must therefore ensure that border controls enable people to exercise their right, recognised in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, to seek and enjoy asylum in other states.

A second challenge, and one which falls beyond the mandate of UNHCR, is to provide more opportunities for people to move in a safe and legal manner. Most states have now recognised the need for goods, services, capital and information to flow freely across national borders.

But governments are generally apprehensive about applying the same principle to the movement of people, even when they have an evident need for migrant labour.

The result has been a massive growth in the scale of irregular migration and the rapid expansion of an industry whose purpose and profit lies in smuggling and trafficking people across international frontiers.

As well as cracking down on such criminal and exploitative activities, states should consider opening new channels and expanding existing programmes of legal migration, whether it be for the purpose of seeking a job, joining family members who have already moved abroad, or gaining access to a better education.

In addition to reducing the number of irregular migrants, some of whom submit unfounded asylum applications in order to avoid deportation, such action would bring substantial economic benefits to receiving countries, who would gain from the presence of a young, active and tax-paying migrant population.

It would also have advantages for countries of origin, who would receive a substantial income from the remittances that such workers invariably send home.

The forces that are prompting many people to migrate are deeply entrenched within the international economy. It is probably an illusion to think that their numbers can be brought down substantially in the current dynamic phase of globalisation.

But greater efforts are needed to prevent the emergence of situations where people are forced to leave their homes, whether that be as a result of human rights abuses, armed conflict or other calamities that disrupt lives and livelihoods.

If this third challenge is to be addressed in an effective manner, serious efforts must be made to promote equitable and environmentally-sensitive forms of development in countries where the daily struggle for survival threatens to lead to violence and a breakdown in the rule of law.

Particular emphasis must be placed on consolidating the peace building process in fragile states which are embroiled in or emerging from armed conflict.

Above all, governments in every part of the world must be encouraged and supported to protect the lives and well-being of their citizens, thereby enabling them to live a peaceful and prosperous life in their own country. When people move from one country to another, they should do so out of choice and not because it is the only way they can survive.
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