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Family and Forced Migration :  Two “F’s” for Policy Coherence and Social Cohesion
Submitted to the 8th Council of Europe Conference of Ministers Responsible for Migration Affairs
at its meeting 4-5 September 2008, Kiev

by John K. Bingham, ICMC Head of Policy
· With reference to Agenda Item IV: Towards an Integrated Policy Approach to Economic Migration, Social Cohesion and Development

It is good to work on an integrated policy agenda, and the Council of Europe can make a distinct, even leading contribution in this regard to the global discussion of migration today.
Our members working on the ground with refugees, the internally displaced, boat people, victims of trafficking and other migrants regardless of their faith in 172 countries tell us that there are two important aspects of today’s migration that need much greater attention in any approach that wants to be integrated—two “f’s”: forced migration and family.
A quick snapshot illustrates the two.  Last week, we were in the Philippines consulting ICMC members in 20 countries of Asia, from Pakistan to Japan and South Korea to Malaysia.  In the Philippines itself, there are over 3,000 workers leaving the country each day to work abroad—121 an hour.  At the airport, there is a special lane for these workers.  Those of us who will be participating in the Global Forum on Migration and Development next month in Manila will see that crowd and lane directly, and it is an express lane.
Both when I arrived and when I left, families of the workers were everywhere, many of them crying—husbands, wives,  brothers, sisters, mothers and fathers and children saying goodbye for they didn’t know how long, and sometimes forever.   On the way back, the plane was filled with young workers.  And where was the plane going?

Amsterdam.

Now, not all Filipinos, nor migrant workers or migrants, are coming to Europe, but it raises the question, why?

One big answer is the first “f”, forced migration:  many are migrating for survival, for jobs that they tell us, and the government tells us—and we know—do not exist at home. 

Regarding forced migration worldwide, not all but too much of it indeed is irregular.  Our members tell us, and many here have suggested, that forced migration also involves far more smuggling and trafficking than comes to our attention.     

Conferences like this, related documents and the Global Forum ring—echo—with the saying, “migration should be by choice, not by necessity.”  We see it again in item 23 of the Final Declaration of this conference itself.  There is so much agreement on that, but we have to do more than say it.  We need much greater government focus on securing and preserving that choice, not only for the humanity and dignity of it (which should always be our first motivation) but because it is a key to managing all migration:

· to reducing irregular migration; 

· to greatly reducing its worst forms; 

· and, because addressing the causes of forced migration is the only approach that makes sense for any integrated policy of incentives regarding “brain drain,” circular migration (for other than classic seasonal workers), and voluntary return that is genuine and promotes development and unity in countries of origin.  We welcome the specific and strong measures that Items 23 – 30 of the Final Declaration elaborate to address what compels people to migrate when they otherwise would not.

The question that the Minister from Greece raised yesterday was exactly right: How do we promote development so that migrants don’t have to migrate?  How to persuade migrants to return if there are no jobs at home?  No rights?
In this important work of Europe, the human rights-centred leadership of the Council of Europe is essential.  As the International Organization for Migration said yesterday, we already have many regional and international frameworks that are relevant, more than a few from this Council.  Now we need thinking and strategies to reduce not only irregular, but specifically forced, migration:

· to support the right to not migrate 

· and for those who return, the right to not re-migrate.
Most of all, as the Minister from Sweden put it yesterday, this requires decent work and sustained development in countries of origin.

The second “f” is family.  Family is the foundational relationship of humanity; the building block of society.  This meeting’s excellent conference report is right when it says, on p. 146, that measures providing possibilities for family re-unification play an important role in promoting social cohesion.  For cohesion and coherence of migration policy, for the health of our countries—of origin as well as destination, and for development, human as well as social and economic, we can not put issues of family unity aside in migration policy:
· as if a “worker” exists—or can remain—isolated from his or her family (the millions of spouses and children “left behind”)
· as if large numbers of immigrant workers—or just the lower skilled?—can be kept in some kind of economic “family free” zones.

Nor can our immigration policies trade the central place and value of the unity of close family: husbands, wives, children (biological or adopted), for skilled labour or business employment.  We must resist the idea that family unity can be made the opposite of labour in zero-sum migration policy.

Surely experience tells us—and we can see clearly—that “shop and stop” policies, that is, shopping for workers, stopping close family members, do not work especially for longer-term employment at any skills levels.  No migration policy, even policy centred on economic migration, can be integrated or comprehensive unless it embraces and protects family unity, in both the right to migrate and the right of the whole family to not migrate.  

Which brings us back to what we learned in the Philippines, and to forced migration.

Worldwide, many people make the decision to migrate as a family or to join close family members.  Of course, that’s natural, inevitable, unstoppable.

That’s my own story.  But unlike me, many are faced with higher and harder walls and barriers to family unity that suggest to them that the only way to join their husbands, wives or children in any reasonable amount of time is to migrate irregularly.  That’s a special kind of forced migration.

We probably all know the classic conundrum: what happens when an irresistible force meets an immovable object?  In the case of migrants forced to move to survive or to join close family, the answer is: things break, in bad ways.

Truly, the Council of Europe, and we here in this room, can help to change that.
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