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Until the Migrant Workers Convention is more broadly accepted, it is incumbent upon relevant regional blocks like SAARC to pay more attention to their outgoing migrants

Migration is hardly a recent phenomenon: people have been moving across borders for economic and political reasons for centuries.

Over the past decade however, international migration has been growing significantly due to the ongoing integration of world economies. Of the over 200 million migrants in the world today, 30 million are from South Asia alone. These migrants include workers with legal work permits as well as those working illegally abroad, having arrived on tourist visas or smuggled across international borders in search of a better life.

While there is evident potential to use migration in helping boost development outcomes like improving the lives of poor migrant families, this can only be done if the migration phenomenon is better understood and challenged more constructively.

Current massive migration flows are being fuelled both by push and pull factors, including the demand for workers in receiving countries and the desire of migrants to gain access to better opportunities than those available to them at home. There are, however, several complexities associated with migration in the contemporary world, such as its increasing feminisation, and its temporary or contractual nature, which serve to undermine the rights of migrants and subject them to inadequate working conditions. Migrants can thus often be found relegated to dirty, dangerous and difficult jobs, which no one else in their countries of destination likes to do.

Besides going to the United States or Europe, migrants also move across the developing world itself. Such migration flows are evident across South America, Africa and Asia. A UN report on South to South transfer of migrants recently suggested that as much as a third of global migrants are in fact moving from one developing country to another.

For example, within Asia, migrants go not only to Japan but also to South Korea, Taiwan, Malaysia, Thailand and the Middle East. In the Middle East itself, almost eighty percent of the labour force comprises migrants.

Even within South Asia, migration is constantly taking place. Many of the Afghan refugees in Pakistan, who have moved due to the lingering conflict and lack of opportunities in their homeland, have in effect become labour migrants, competing with local labourers for daily wages in many areas or creating a niche for themselves in other unregulated and unwanted occupations such as rag-picking. The irregular Bangladeshi influx into northeastern India has also created tensions between migrant workers and tribal communities, which view this migrant influx as a threat.

Moreover, there is a feminisation of migration taking place that essentially means more women are migrating alone whereas previously they would accompany their spouses or join them later on. Women migrants often leave their children and families behind to go abroad and work mostly as domestic workers or as caregivers. Often hidden within private households, these women migrants are vulnerable to sexual and physical abuse, and slave-like labour conditions.

While some countries like Sri Lanka have sought to actively focus on the problems associated with the feminisation of migration, many other countries still remain oblivious to these challenges. On the other hand, a major migrant-sending country like Pakistan remains reluctant to encourage female migration at all; which is hardly a desirable solution.

To realise the development potential of international migration, the needs of migrants in both sending and receiving countries require much greater attention. The absence of adequate legal routes for migration has led to quick growth in human trafficking and smuggling networks, which are both dangerous and exploitative. Effective measures need to be taken to address this exploitation without limiting the freedom of people to cross borders, and without putting in place further biased policies which encourage only highly skilled instead of unskilled migrants.

There is also an obvious need to strengthen social cohesion in receiving countries, and creating more linkages between migrants living abroad and the communities back home, to open up opportunities for trade, investment, and transfer of skills.

Ultimately, the onus of protection of migrant workers should rest equally upon migrant sending and receiving countries. Yet the limits of legal jurisdiction severely curtail the possibility for the sending countries to ensure that their nationals are adequately protected while working abroad. Receiving countries, on the other hand, often extend only minimum protection to allow for a flexible labour supply and to avoid social costs. Too often, no labour protection legislation exists for non-national.

National migration policies therefore must be based on a rights-based regime, developed and implemented by the international community. Given this need, an International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families, also known as the Migrant Workers Convention, was articulated in 1999, but it only entered into force in June 2003 when the required number of twenty countries ratified it. Having the Convention ratified by a greater number of countries, including the EU and other industrialised migrant receiving countries remains a major challenge.

Until the Migrant Workers Convention is more broadly accepted, it is incumbent upon relevant regional blocks like SAARC to pay more attention to their outgoing migrants.

The South Asian Migration Resource Network (SAMReN) recently organised a workshop in Kathmandu in collaboration with the Nepal Institute of Development Studies, the Refugee and Migratory Movements Research Unit, and the Development Research Centre on Migration, Globalisation and Poverty based at Sussex University. This workshop was designed to bring together practitioners to enhance understanding of migration processes in South Asian and international frameworks.

During this event, SAMREN drafted a resolution on migration, which it intends to share with the SAARC Secretariat. This proposed resolution focuses on the need for migrant sending countries in SAARC to pay more attention to issues like pre-departure training, legal aid, and pension schemes for their outgoing migrant workforce.

Adoption of this proposed resolution by the SAARC Secretariat would certainly be a step in the right direction, assuring that migration has more positive outcomes for sending and receiving countries, as well as migrants themselves.
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