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Introduction

Demetrios G. Papademetriou and Gunter Thielen

National immigration systems—overlaid by a thin layer of interna-
tional consultation—have fallen short in effectively managing today’s 
transnational migration challenges, which have grown as internation-
al migration has become more common and widespread. Yet no con-
sensus has emerged on how to fi x or improve the status quo. Govern-
ments remain deeply reluctant to cede meaningful control over who 
moves across their borders and under what conditions they remain. 
But the absence of meaningful cross-border cooperation creates a fer-
tile environment for illegal migration and the organized crime and 
smuggling networks that draw enormous profi ts from the existence of 
these “gray areas.” 

While the world is no closer than it was ten years ago to developing 
a formal, multilateral institutional framework to govern the global 
fl ow of migrants, states increasingly are exploring how to work collec-
tively to make migration a more legal, orderly, and mutually benefi cial 
process. Cooperation on migration management has been growing 
steadily, involving both state and nonstate actors in the form of regio-
nal dialogues, bilateral agreements, and the creation of international 
initiatives such as the Global Forum on Migration and Development. 

The Transatlantic Council on Migration convened for its sixth 
plenary meeting in Lisbon, Portugal, on June 1–3, 2011, to explore 
this complex web of international cooperation on migration manage-
ment and to begin to identify the areas of collective action where states 
might have the most to gain in the coming years and the tools and 
principles they should employ to foster cooperation.
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This volume—the fi fth major publication of the Transatlantic 
Council on Migration—is the result of those deliberations. The book 
joins the fi rst four Council publications—Delivering Citizenship (No-
vember 2008), Talent, Competitiveness and Migration (April 2009), Mi-

gration, Public Opinion and Politics (November 2009), and Prioritizing 

Integration (April 2010)—in offering an evidence-based, pragmatic ap-
proach to the most complex and controversial policy debates surroun-
ding migration.

The authors of this volume examine the potential for reform of 
the current governance system in the area of international migration. 
Their contributions—organized into fi ve sections—are a valuable and 
innovative attempt to formulate ambitious but realistic policy propo-
sals for the next decade.

Section One consists of the Council Statement on “The Governance 
of International Migration,” which distills the main recommendations 
from the Transatlantic Council’s Lisbon meeting. This chapter makes 
a strong case for an incremental approach to greater cooperation, ar-
guing that it can be more productive to move slowly and fi rst invest in 
building deep trust among actors. While international cooperation can 
be critical, it is just as likely to be fostered within policy networks at 
the bilateral or regional levels as it is to be cultivated in formal, multi-
lateral settings.

Section Two of the book, entitled “Setting the Stage,” is authored by 
Kathleen Newland. This section serves as a chapeau piece that bridges 
all the themes included in the volume. In this chapter, Newland analy-
zes the paradoxical attitudes that governments around the world have 
toward international governance of migration, viewing it simultane-
ously as a necessity and an impossibility. Contemporary states both 
fear and desire global governance of international migration. They 
desire it because they recognize that optimal outcomes from interna-
tional migration are beyond their reach as unilateral actors, and fear 
it because they know that other states whose cooperation they need 
have different and often incompatible goals in this sphere. Kathleen 
Newland’s clear-cut analysis concludes that the search for enhanced 
international cooperation on migration should begin by determining 
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the purpose of such cooperation before deliberating on its form. New-
land identifi es nine such functions and six areas of cooperation that 
might rally states and nongovernmental institutions to coordinate 
their efforts.

Titled “The Thickening Web of Cooperation on International Mi-
gration,” Section Three of the book is devoted to three issues that 
intersect the governance of international migration. Alexander Betts 
begins this section with his chapter “The Governance of International 
Migration: Gaps and Ways Forward.” He argues that global migration 
governance cannot be reduced to formal multilateralism. While there 
is a thin layer of multilateral governance, the majority of international 
governance occurs through the interaction of informal networks and 
formal bilateral agreements. For example, states increasingly parti-
cipate in so-called “regional consultative processes” (RCPs) in order 
to share information and best practices, which then contribute to the 
elaboration of formal bilateral migration agreements or, occasionally, 
to regional and inter-regional agreements. Betts concludes that multi-
lateral institutions are likely to be facilitative, enabling the creation of 
—or coordination across—bilateral or regional cooperative agreements.

In chapter two, Agnieszka Weinar examines European mobility 
partnerships, which are nonbinding political processes that involve 
the European Commission, EU Member States, and a selected non-EU 
country. Entitled “EU Mobility Partnerships: A Model for Internation-
al Cooperation on Migration?” this chapter assesses the development 
of the mobility partnership concept and the process of negotiating, 
concluding, and implementing relevant agreements. Weinar fi nds 
that mobility partnerships are resource-intensive (human resources, 
time, and funds) and require thorough preparation (all countries must 
fulfi ll a series of prerequisites for the partnerships to be successful). 
Yet they build trust between partners and can bundle a wide range of 
measures into a single political deal, making the package attractive 
enough for all partners to engage in cooperation. Mobility partner-
ships may, therefore, serve as a reference point for countries outside 
the European Union that would like to create multi-measure mobility 
packages to better manage migration.
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Will Somerville is the author of chapter three, “The Politics and Po-
licies of Environmental Migration,” which analyzes the current debate 
on this topic. Environmental migration remains a niche concern at all 
levels of government. There is no agreement as to what environmental 
migration is or who can be fairly described as an environmental mi-
grant. There is no strong institutional driver among migration actors 
to develop governance on this issue, partly because of lack of evidence, 
but also as a result of the diffi culties of collaboration and the long-term 
nature of the challenge. Despite these diffi culties, two sets of potential 
policy solutions to environmental migration are being debated. The 
fi rst solution is to adapt or create laws that offer protection to people 
who have been affected by environmental change. The second is to 
implement policy and projects to help people adapt to their changing 
environments. Somerville concludes that the key to a more informed 
policy response is likely to be greater resourcing and a clearer focus 
on developing resilience in affected communities in pragmatic ways, 
such as low-tech and labor-intensive investments in at-risk countries 
built around solidly informed development models.

Section Four of this volume “An Expert Perspective on Human 
Rights and International Law,” authored by Jacqueline Bhabha, ex-
plores the international legal framework for migrants’ rights over the 
last half century. Bhabha evaluates the effectiveness of formal legal 
instruments in protecting and enforcing such rights and refl ects on 
the larger question of whether adherence to international norms is 
enhanced through popular consensus, legislative innovation, or both. 
Drawing from numerous examples, Bhabha evaluates the effective-
ness of formal legal instruments in establishing a global migration 
system and enforcing migrant rights. In her chapter titled “The Role 
of International Law in the Governance of Migration and Protection 
of Migrants’ Rights,” she concludes that the dual dynamic of norm-
creation and consensus-building has the greatest potential for making 
an enduring contribution to the reality of migration law.

Section Five of this book, “Policymakers’ Corner: Reviewing the 
Past and Gauging the Future,” is a refl ection on the work of the Glo-
bal Commission on International Migration (GCIM). This commis-
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sion marked a milestone in furthering thinking on global migration 
governance. In “The Global Commission on International Migration: 
Experiences, Lessons Learned, and Ways Forward,” Rita Süssmuth 
and Christal Morehouse critically review the work of the Global Com-
mission and its fi ndings; they also make recommendations on how 
to advance international cooperation on migration governance. The 
authors conclude that the GCIM’s argument for greater coordination 
in governing international migration is more relevant today than ever. 
The four limits of national migration remain a lack of international 
policy coherence, insuffi cient coordination of policy-making and im-
plementation, a lack of capacity to maximize migration benefi ts (espe-
cially in poorer states), and minimal cooperation between states. Yet 
their analysis determines that global governance innovations in the 
area of migration are most likely to grow organically out of strategic 
deliberations around improving existing policies and practices rather 
than through a top-down, institutional approach at the global level.

The appendix of this volume includes a resources section, informa-
tion about the Transatlantic Council on Migration, and biographies of 
the authors.

With this book, the Migration Policy Institute in Washington, DC, 
which is the convenor of the Transatlantic Council on Migration, and 
its policy partner, the Bertelsmann Stiftung, hope to spark advanced 
thinking about migration policies on both sides of the Atlantic.
 



Section I: 
The Transatlantic Council on Migration
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1 The Transatlantic Council on Migration is a unique deliberative body that examines vital po-
licy issues and informs migration policy-making processes across the Atlantic community. 
The Council’s work is at the cutting edge of policy analysis and  evaluation and is thus an 
essential tool of policy-making. Launched in April 2008, the Council is an initiative of the 
Migration Policy Institute in Washington, DC, convened by MPI President Demetrios 
Papademetriou. The Bertelsmann Stiftung is the Council’s  policy partner. The Council’s 
work is generously supported by the following foundations and governments: the Carnegie 
Corporation of New York, the Open Society Foundations,  the Bertelsmann Stiftung, the 
Barrow Cadbury Trust (UK policy partner), the Luso-American Development Foundation, 
the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, and the  governments of Germany, the Netherlands, 
and Norway. For more on the Council, visit www.migrationpolicy.org/transatlantic.

2 The United Nations estimated the global migration stock at about 214 million in 
2010. UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, n.d.

Council Statement1: The Governance 
of International Migration—Defi ning the 
Potential for Reform in the Next Decade
June 1–3, 2011, Lisbon, Portugal

Demetrios G. Papademetriou and Ulrich Kober

Setting the Stage: Toward Greater Cooperation on International 
Migration

The growth and spread of international migration during the past two 
decades2 has fueled a search by many among the large and increasing 
number of states that now engage the migration system energetically 
to achieve better, more effective regulation of migration and to make 
it more benefi cial for all actors involved. The preferred avenues for 
pursuing these objectives are an expanding circle of regional consultati-
ve mechanisms and, as of 2007, the Global Forum on Migration and 
Development, a state-led annual exercise that regularly attracts about 
80 percent of the world’s states and, in a separate event, hundreds of 
NGO leaders and activists from around the globe. 
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While greater international regulation of migration may be an ob-
jective for some of these actors, the more reasonable objective of this 
international activism is improved cooperation on (or at least coordi-
nation of) migration. And although individual states’ reasons for en-
gaging in such conversations vary, they can be reduced to the fact that 
individually most states lack the knowledge, resources, capacity, will, 
or political and economic capital and incentives to respond to some of 
the most pernicious effects of migration. 

Greater international cooperation, then, becomes the vehicle for 
responding to some of the widely recognized challenges that migration 
poses for countries and communities of origin, host countries and 
communities, and migrants and their families.

Some have argued that this calls for more “global governance” of 
migration—loosely defi ned as the creation of a more or less formal 
set of norms and rules to regulate the behavior of states with respect 
to the movement of people across borders. Yet there has been no de-
fi nitive analysis of what specifi cally greater international cooperation 
should aim to accomplish or the practical forms it should take. While 
governments can agree on a basic set of goals—such as reducing ille-
gal migration, eliminating deaths and abuses in transit, and curbing 
the proliferation of smuggling and organized crime—there is still no 
consensus on how to act collectively to pursue these goals. 

The Transatlantic Council on Migration met in June 2011 to consi-
der how to improve the governance of migration—a quintessentially 
international issue by defi nition—closely scrutinizing the evidence on 
the ground and proposing a way forward that peers beyond the “global 
governance” mantra in favor of practical, gradualist, and organic steps 
that achieve more effective, multilayered cooperation.

International Migration Front and Center

Despite the reality that the Great Recession virtually zeroed out net 
immigration to all but a handful of high-income countries, concerns 
about the resumption of unwanted migration continue to drive popu-
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3 Yearly fl ows, both wanted (e.g., students, legal temporary workers, businesspersons, 
and tourists) and unwanted (e.g., unauthorized immigrants, fraudulent asylum see-
kers, people fl eeing unstable political and bleak economic situations, and, in many 
countries, even family members), are not showing signs of abating. The authors of 
this Council Statement estimate annual fl ows at between 15 million and 25 million 
(this number excludes tourists). Measurement issues, however, make it diffi cult to 
estimate with precision the international migrant stock. And fl ow numbers are very 
much subject to who is counted and how multiple short-duration entries are scored, 
and to the true size of the very-diffi cult-to-estimate low-income-to-middle-income 
and intra-middle-income country movements.

4 As of mid-August 2011, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNH-
CR) reported that about 54,000 persons from North Africa had crossed into Italy and 
Malta, the main entry points into Europe. See UNHCR 2011d and 2011b. About 1 mil-
lion people have left Libya, crossing into surrounding countries (UNHCR 2011a). The 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) estimates that nearly 660,000 interna-
tional migrants have fl ed Libya as a direct result of the armed confl ict (IOM 2011). 

5 Among the benefi ts at the core of migration’s plusses: (a) fi lling jobs across the eco-
nomy; (b) responding to demographic and skills imbalances; (c) contributions to 
innovation and entrepreneurship; (d) freeing well-educated natives (particularly wo-
men) from child- and elder-care responsibilities so they can practice their profession; 
and (e) contributions to the overall economy (through consumption and taxation).

lar thinking and shape governmental actions in most highly developed 
economies.3 Europe’s preoccupation with the potential migration im-
plications of the so-called Arab Spring (which, for Europe, have been 
rather modest so far4) are a case in point.

The growth in all types of migration over the last two decades has 
made the subject a staple of economic and political conversation in both 
sending and receiving states and, increasingly, between them. At issue 
is a noble-but-nebulous interest in maximizing migration’s benefi ts for 
all concerned—sending households and communities (and societies), 
receiving communities (and societies), and the protagonists in the pro-
cess: the migrants themselves—and in minimizing its costs. The fact 
that reducing the costs allows benefi ts to become both larger and more 
obvious makes this aspect of the overall effort particularly appealing. 

The Calculus for Receiving Societies

For receiving countries, the benefi ts of migration are primarily econo-
mic in character.5 For many of the same countries, the costs are also 
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6 The border management and security topics were the focus of the November 2010 
meeting of the Transatlantic Council on Migration, “Restoring Trust in the Manage-
ment of Migration and Borders.’’

signifi cant, but typically much more complex, as they are often spread 
throughout society—and in not always easy-to-isolate ways. As a re-
sult, the downsides are diffi cult to tackle successfully. The costs revol-
ve chiefl y around two sets of issues: border management and security,6 
and the often messy labor-market, social, educational, and cultural ef-
fects of some forms of migration. 

Originally primarily a US preoccupation, border security is now 
a common concern across the North Atlantic region as European 
governments have also come to realize that the very well-organized 
attempts to enter the European space are diffi cult to inhibit without 
a determined—and costly and probably socially divisive—effort. Eu-
rope faces a particularly diffi cult challenge in this regard because it 
has been very late in organizing itself to address these issues at the 
level of the European Union. Moreover, Europe has not yet come to 
terms with the two matters that put it at a distinct disadvantage rela-
tive to the syndicates that organize (and profi t immensely from) illegal 
immigration and their determined cargo: the lack of a robust border 
surveillance and control capability and an honest conversation about 
the rights and protections that should be afforded those who ignore 
states’ prerogative to defi ne who has the right to remain in their sove-
reign space. 

The border-surveillance and control topic implies large costs and 
substantial soul-searching about how aggressively to pursue tighter 
external borders and, even more importantly, how to parse out res-
ponsibilities between Europe’s central institutions and Member State 
governments. However, the recent existential challenge to the Schen-
gen system—one of the European Union’s signal achievements—may 
have inadvertently started a real conversation about the need to harden 
external borders in order to maintain an internally borderless Europe 
as well as a process for addressing this connection. The question of the 
ability to remove most illegal entrants is a much more diffi cult chal-
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7 This issue cuts both ways, that is, immigrants also help fi nance social support sys-
tems, a matter that is often “lost” on critics of immigration. 

8 Some confl ation and oversimplifi cation are inevitable here in order to capture key 
issues across countries with a wide range of immigration systems and experiences. 
Moreover, the manner in which some countries experience these issues—and the 
policy responses to them—are shaped by the way in which each society is organized, 
including how government relates to the private sector and its civil society. 

lenge because it goes deeply into the essence of rights most Europeans 
identify with and the jurisprudential edifi ce that Europe has built for 
itself in this regard. 

If border-management and security issues are complicated, address-
ing some of migration’s labor-market and socio-cultural effects—and 
the growing reaction to them—is in many ways even more complex, if 
perhaps not always as close to core foundational and governance prin-
ciples. The mounting unease in these policy realms has been fueled 
by a number of issues, including: (a) evidence of fl attening wages at 
the lower end of the wage continuum in several countries, especially 
those with less-regulated labor markets; (b) the fueling of under-
ground economies; (c) the creeping realization that social support 
commitments that had long been thought of as inviolable are probably 
unaffordable;7 (d) a growing sense in nearly all countries of failing to 
educate and prepare some immigrant groups and their offspring for 
lives of full social participation and economic success; and (e) cultural 
anxieties ranging from some immigrant cohorts’ lack of (and, in some 
instances, apparent indifference to obtaining) local language skills to 
the perception of a fl agging acceptance of the host societies’ norms 
and work ethos.8 

Sending Societies and their Concerns about the Status Quo

If receiving societies are asked to fi gure out a complicated calculus 
when it comes to gaining more from migration, sending societies are 
equally concerned about the status quo. Their dependence on migra-
tion seems to be growing rather than abating almost regardless of 
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