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1 This background paper has been realised in the framework of 
the “Faces of Migration” project (Migrant and SDGs, contract 
number CSO-LA/2018/401-798), co-financed by the European 
Union. The paper has been elaborated by Martina Farris, with 
the coordination of Andrea Stocchiero (Focsiv). This publication 
was produced with the financial support of the European Union. 
Its contents are the sole responsibility of the authors and do not 
necessarily reflect the views of the European Union. 
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“This background document has been realized in the framework of the project, to 
spread data and information based on a scientific analysis. If you want to know more 
about this project and be part of its activities, please feel free to contact the leading 
partner Diaconia in Czech Republic (email: nozinova@diakoniespolu.cz), as well as 
Focsiv in Italy (email: f.novella@focsiv.it).”
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The concept of “whole of route” has been 
addressed, based on a triple win approach: it is 
about recognizing the importance of the whole 
migration route so that all three parties benefit: 
countries of origin, destination countries and 
migrants themselves, stressing that “sustainable 
migration” offers policy makers the opportuni-
ty to better govern migration, so that it can be 
beneficial for both countries of origin and desti-
nation countries. 

According to this approach, a number of sustai-
nable development goals are to be linked to-
gether in a transversal manner, of which we can 
cite at least 5: the first related to the fight against 
poverty (particularly in countries of origin), the 
eighth on decent work (to safeguard the rights 
of migrant workers in destination countries), the 
tenth on inequality (between countries of origin 
and destination, and for regular and safe chan-
nels for migration), the eleventh on inclusive and 
sustainable cities (with reference to the integra-
tion of migrants in destination cities), and the 
sixteenth on just institutions (for the defense of 
the rights of migrants throughout their migration 
journey).

1 By Martina Farris, young FOCSIV volunteer and student at Alma Mater Studiorum - University of Bologna in Educator in recep-
tion and inclusion of migrants, asylum seekers and refugees, and with the coordination of Andrea Stocchiero, Focsiv.
2 The European Migration Network (EMN) is a European network of migration and asylum experts working together to provide 
objective and comparable information and knowledge on emerging asylum and migration issues in Europe
3 European Commission, European Migrantion Nevtowork Roundtable, Sustainable Migration from Africa to Europe, briefing 
paper, 9 December 2020.
4The 2030 Agenda, adopted by the UN in September 2015, includes 17 sustainable development goals and 169 specific targets 
(Sustainable Development Goals, SDGs) to be achieved in fifteen years. Some of these targets demonstrate the strong inter-
connection between the Sustainable Development Goals and the phenomenon of migration. Specifically, for example, goal 10, 
target 7, articulated in the Global Compact for Migration, emphasizes the need for orderly, safe and above all regular migration.

Migration is a phenomenon that should be 
conceived within the framework of sustainable 
development, from the 2030 Agenda to the 
Global Compact on Migration. In this regard, the 
European Migration Network (EMN)2 has dee-
pened the topic with reference to the European 
migration policy, trying to articulate the concept 
of “sustainable migration”. In this background 
document, we report and comment for discus-
sion, the main conclusions3 emerged from the 
round table on “Sustainable Migration from Afri-
ca to Europe”, conducted online on December 
9, 2020.

During the meeting, thanks to the participation 
of personalities from a variety of sectors, it was 
possible to explore the best policy measures 
for “sustainable migration”, functional both for 
the interests of the European Union (EU) and for 
third countries. In line with the 2030 Agenda4, 
which shows that the migration phenomenon 
can be understood only if it is related to the 
different social, economic and environmental 
dimensions, the roundtable of the European 
Migration Network explored the meaning of 
“sustainable migration”. In this sense it is consi-
dered necessary, in order to achieve the objecti-
ves of sustainable development, a change of 
approach towards a multi-level, multi-actor and 
multi-lateral logic. 

What is sustainaBle miGration?1
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should exist between protection of individual 
rights and sustainable development, which is 
possible only through the creation of a decent 
social and economic environment for migran-
ts in countries of destination, in which settled 
communities and local populations can prosper, 
and with recognition and professionalization 
of the role of diasporas as agents of develop-
ment in the country of origin, through the study 
of investment tools that enhance the financial 
impact of remittances. 

The concept of sustainable migration seeks to 
take into account and balance the interests of 
the different actors involved, particularly mi-
grants and destination communities, in order to 
make the impact sustainable, taking into ac-
count with the same level of importance all the 
factors that characterize the current and future 
development of the countries of departure and 
arrival. 

Risks and benefits regarding the current Afri-
ca-Europe migration system have been outli-
ned. Among the former are the “brain drain” (mi-
gration of highly-skilled labor) and consequent 
brain waste (the low-skill jobs to which many 
immigrants with high levels of education and 
specialization are forced), irregular migration, 
and the emergence of erroneous perceptions 
about migrants, emphasized by the media and 
exploited for political purposes, which create 
tension, concern and fear. On the other hand, 
among the benefits, it is stressed that circular 
migration allows Europe to benefit from skilled 
and unskilled workers, and Africa to take advan-
tage of economic benefits from remittances, 
thus creating mutually beneficial migration. 
Lastly, it stresses the close connection that 

Ph. Global Goals for Sustainable Developmen
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main takeaWaYs   
- EU policymakers are giving renewed attention 
to achieving ‘’sustainable migration”, which aims 
to benefit both the European and African coun-
tries involved. This approach is consistent with 
the new Pact on Migration and Asylum, which 
emphasises the need to establish a credible 
dialogue between EU and third countries, based 
on equal partnership. On the other hand, there 
are various criticisms of the imbalance of this 
pact in favor of European interests. The partner-
ship does not appear equal at a time when the 
EU is asking to contain migration in countries of 
transit and origin, without proposing adequate 
channels for regular migration5.

- Regional solutions represent a sustainable 
and politically viable option to address the need 
for international protection. Evidence shows 
positive results for development-based solu-
tions in neighbouring countries that expand the 
capabilities and entitlements of refugees and 
host communities. Such initiatives conceptua-
lise new settlement models beyond camps and 
urban settings and seek to create employment 
and education opportunities aligned with host 
countries’ economic needs. 

-  Regional solutions are not designed as a 
containment strategy but, rather, see the choi-
ce to migrate as an integral part of individual 
and social transformation. Irregular migration 
is often the last resort for individuals to achieve 
their aspirations for social and economic mo-
bility to secure a better future. The high level of 
irregular migration to the EU has resulted in calls 
to create more legal pathways. 

- Circular migration could provide a sustai-
nable model for labour migration and a basis for 
constructive dialogue with third countries. The 
effectiveness of circular migration depends on 
transformed narratives that no longer identify 
Europe as the default outlet for young, aspira-
tional individuals, but instead focuses on the 
economic prospects of African countries. 

The roundtable explored ways to define and 
operationalize the concept of “sustainable 
migration” for a better understanding of how to 
design sustainable migration policies that work 
for Europe and third countries.

4

5 See background document #9 of Faces of Migration, where several civil society critiques of the Migration and Asylum Com-
pact are summarized.
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roadmaP to sustainaBle miGration  
Sustainable Migration Approach) and the New 
EU Pact on Migration and Asylum, which em-
phasises the external dimension of migration 
management through enhanced cooperation 
between the EU and third countries. 

Sustainable migration is a normative concept 
and could be a goal for migration policies in se-
lected countries. Migration is sustainable if it has 
the democratic support of populations, meets 
the long-term interests of all parties involved, 
and fulfils basic ethical obligations. 

The question of sustainability, as well as the 
costs and benefits of migration, is best asses-
sed from economic, social, cultural and political 
perspectives and should apply to countries of 
origin, transit and destination - the ‘whole of 
route’ approach. Sustainable migration offers 
policymakers the opportunity to achieve ma-
naged migration that is mutually beneficial for 
sending and receiving countries. 

Policy change in a receiving society might have a 
significant impact on emigration from a country 
of origin: what is sustainable in one country may 
not fit for another. Circular migration has the 
potential to meet the conditions for sustainable 
labour migration by bringing mutual benefits to 
both sending and receiving countries. 

Circular migration offers a model to achieve 
the reciprocal benefits of economic migration, 
especially where careful matching enables that 
needs of both countries of origin and desti-
nation are met. It can also align migration and 

development objectives, providing a framework 
for constructive dialogue with third countries. 
The approach proposed in the new Pact on 
Migration and Asylum underlines the need for 
sustainable approaches to migration. The Pact 
proposes to engage with third countries on a 
renewed partnership basis, seeking to find mu-
tually beneficial migration solutions. It empha-
sises five key areas: 1. protecting those in need 
and supporting host countries; 2. building eco-
nomic opportunities and addressing migration 
challenges and their root causes; 3. strengthe-
ning migration governance and management; 
4. fostering cooperation on readmission and 
supporting reintegration; and 5. developing legal 
pathways to Europe. 

The Pact offers an opportunity for the EU to en-
gage in dialogue with partners to identify mutual 
benefits and find innovative ideas for sustai-
nable migration. This will require acknowledging 
the complexity of different stakeholder interests 
(political leaders, businesses, citizens, etc.) and 
identifying the right stakeholders to engage in 
the EU and in third countries. 

Proposed solutions should consider which 
policies will work in the best interests of EU and 
African societies alike, focusing not only on in-
centives for highly skilled migration to the EU but 
on measures to mitigate brain-drain among the 
best-trained individuals from African countries. 
Policy and practice can achieve effective outco-
mes when they are results-driven and based on 
evidence, drawing on knowledge of what works, 
when, and under which circumstances. 

5
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costs and BeneFits oF emiGration 
From aFrica to euroPe  
This panel provided an overview of current and 
future trends in mixed migration flows (i.e., eco-
nomic and forced migration) from Africa to Eu-
rope. It addressed the costs and benefits, as well 
as mechanisms and tools to ensure sustainability 
for countries of origin and destination. 

Mixed migration provides a useful lens to descri-
be, understand and address the nature of con-
temporary movement. People in mixed migration 
flows face similar risks on the move, irrespective 
of whether they are economic or forced migrants. 
The drivers of movement are often complex and 
interlinked, and the decision to leave the home 
country can reflect a variety of reasons. The 
perceptions of mixed migration flows from Africa 
to Europe in policy and media debates are often 
based on emotional rather than factual argu-
ments, yet, in reality, such migration is a relatively 
small-scale phenomenon.

The costs and benefits of emigration from Africa 
are difficult to calculate but brain-drain remains 
an obstacle to development in some African 
countries. The costs and benefits related to 
different categories of migrants and countries in 
Africa depend on the type of migration (regular or 
irregular), skill levels, and country context. 

Emigration generates benefits in the form of 
skills transfers from the diaspora and cash flows 
generated by remittances. However, it can also 
result in brain-drain, including from critical sec-
tors like healthcare and infrastructure, and widen 
inequalities between households (e.g., those in/

not in receipt of remittances). Although potential-
ly opening opportunities for economic and social 
mobility, migration can also result in reduced 
living standards, rights violations, and risks to life, 
particularly for individuals travelling irregularly. 
Sustainable migration solutions acknowledge 
that choosing to migrate is an integral part of 
individual and social transformation. Travelling 
irregularly is often a measure of last resort in the 
search for a better future. The high level of irre-
gular migration to the EU has resulted in calls to 
create more legal pathways. 

Demographic change can be used to build long-
term investment and economic opportunity in 
African countries, rather than short-term ‘panic’ 
reactions to prevent migration. Europe benefi-
ts from migrant workers and African countries 
benefit from remittances, creating the potential 
for mutually advantageous migration if public 
policies were to encourage circular migration. 
Accepting circular migrant workers from African 
countries into the EU on the condition that their 
governments facilitate return once the employ-
ment opportunity has expired could build trust 
and further the development of circular migration 
as a legal channel. 

A positive narrative about African countries’ pro-
spects of development and growth could encou-
rage circular migration and ultimately produce 
brain-gain in Africa as well. Inadvertently, media 
images of poverty and political unrest as root 
causes of migration from some African countries 
create a narrative of instability and low invest-
ment potential, and of migrants as a potential net 
cost to European societies. 

6
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New public narratives focusing on positive ima-
ges and success stories could contribute to 
achieving the vision of the new Pact on Migration 
and Asylum, recognising migrants as a resource, 
as well as the economic potential of developing 
African countries. 

Better cooperation between Europe and African 
could maximise the benefits of migration and 
minimise its costs. This could be achieved throu-
gh multifaceted approaches, including circular 
migration schemes. African and European au-
thorities could seek to maximise the benefits of 
remittances and skills transfers to support the 
development of services and infrastructure in 
Africa for instance. Development aid could focus 
on skills development programmes and subsidies 
for new businesses, supported by more com-
prehensive foreign policies promoting fair terms 
of trade, better local cooperation, etc. 

Protection and deVeloPment in 
reGional haVens 
The third panel explored the nexus of protection 
and development and how protection models 
can maximise the potential for sustainable de-
velopment in the longer term. 

Solutions for refugees must be sustainable in 
the face of long-term and cyclical trends - they 
must respect rights, be politically viable, and 
endure. With 25 million people displaced – the 
highest number since World War II - the rising 
need for protection is mirrored by declining 
political will to provide asylum in developed 
countries, the growth of right-wing political mo-
vements and increasingly restrictive migration 
and asylum policies. 

Hosting refugee in neighbouring countries offer 
a solution that is politically compatible with the 
mutual interests of western donor countries 
(who want managed migration) and host coun-
tries (who want development assistance). It also 
has the potential to meet the needs of refugees 
who may prefer to remain closer to their home 
country rather than risk a long and perilous jour-
ney to safety. 
There is, however, a need to imagine new forms 
of settlement opportunities. Interventions for 
displaced persons are typically linked to camps, 
cities, and boats. Indeed, the general approach is 
to keep people in camps in rural areas (30 %) or 
in urban settings (60 %), with few opportunities 
for gainful employment, active life and integra-
tion into host communities. 

7
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Camps are currently not designed for the long 
term and refugees often struggle to thrive in 
cities. 
Drawing on available evidence, developmen-
tbased solutions that expand the capabilities 
and entitlements of refugees can bring positive 
results for refugees and their host communities. 
Findings show that access to education, voca-
tional training and employment are the most 
important indicators for opening opportunities 
for refugees. Limited access to employment and 
education remains the principal reason for the 
systematic gap in welfare outcomes between 
refugees and their host communities. 

Data collected from camps in Kenya, Uganda, 
and Ethiopia show that years of education, the 
right to work, freedom of movement, integrated 
settlements, and market-based interventions 
are correlated with income. Improving these 
variables will result in better socioeconomic 
outcomes for refugees and host communities. 
Refugee responses have both a humanitarian 
and economic element: sustainable regional 
solutions require benefits for host communities 
in order to foster social cohesion and opportu-
nities for all. Evidence suggests that areas where 
refugees are settled have seen overall increases 
in wealth for local citizens. However, providing 
services to migrants can incur host community 
resentment, often focusing on access to servi-
ces, cash transfers, and jobs. 

Where host communities believe that the arrival 
of refugees puts additional pressure on services 
like health, education and jobs, governments 

need to ensure adequate provision so that these 
services remain accessible to all, and where 
possible, demonstrate visible gains to the local 
population. This can be difficult in practice but is 
achievable with the support of the international 
community. 

Preliminary results suggest a reverse relation-
ship when applying the ‘migration hump’ theory 
to refugees. The theory robustly claims that 
development and income gains are correlated 
with a higher preference to migrate, but when 
looking at data from refugees in selected African 
countries some development indicators (such 
as asset holding) may actually be negatively 
correlated with both actual international migra-
tion and with the aspiration to migrate. Refugees 
were found to be more likely to move to a nearby 
African country. While the ability to move may 
be linked to the availability of resources, the wil-
lingness to move is linked to other factors, such 
as family or social networks in potential destina-
tion countries. 

Spontaneous settlement, resettlement, legal 
pathways to employment in countries of desti-
nation, and interventions to support countries 
of origin are all elements of a sustainable mi-
gration agenda. Fostering economic activity in 
regions of origin is central to creating a viable 
economic environment where settled commu-
nities and refugee populations can prosper, al-
though it can be challenging to encourage firms 
to relocate. Promoting economic growth should 
not serve as a containment agenda, however, 
and host countries should consider how resett-
lement schemes could be aligned to match their 
labour market needs. 

8
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For example, migration-hungry countries could 
consider recruiting people with the necessary 
skills and qualifications directly from refugee 
camps, with their governments topping-up skills 
and converting qualifications on arrival. 

Further, legal pathways could facilitate move-
ment among people across the spectrum of low, 
medium to high-skilled work as well as seasonal 
work. The new EU Pact on Migration and Asylum 
should therefore promote strongly on the mem-
ber countries for the opening of more channels 
of regular and safe migration to be integrated 
into an expansive labor policy for sustainable 
development; while cooperating with the coun-
tries of origin for local development, in a per-
spective of economic and social convergence.
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