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Reader’s Note

A lack of clear terminology is a major source of confusion about migration. It is therefore important to clarify a number of key concepts discussed in this book. First of all, this pertains to the term ‘migration’. Geographical mobility only counts as migration if it involves a change in habitual residence across administrative borders. Another important distinction is between internal – or domestic – and international migration, with the first implying a movement between municipalities, states or provinces within countries, and the second a change of residence across international borders. Immigration means people moving into a country from abroad, and emigration means residents moving out of a country.

If people change residence across administrative borders for a certain period of time – in most administrative systems, six to twelve months – this counts as migration irrespective of people’s main migration motive. Based on this definition, a migrant is a person who lives in a place or country other than their place or country of birth. This book applies the category of international migrants only to the foreign-born. In debates on the subject, children and even grandchildren of migrants are commonly included in migrant populations. While this practice is debatable, to avoid unnecessary confusion I will systematically refer to second- or third-generation migrants when doing so, but the term ‘migrants’ is reserved for people who have actually made the move themselves.

Within the broad migrant category, important migrant types are labour migrants or migrant workers, family migrants, student migrants and business migrants, as well as forced migrants – or refugees. With regard to labour migrants, the terms ‘higher-skilled’ and ‘lower-skilled’ are problematic, because they may evoke an image of some migrants being more intelligent than others, and because, in practice, more and more jobs are in fact ‘mid-skilled’. Perhaps a more useful distinction is between manual or blue-collar and white-collar workers, but for the purposes of this book I will retain the common usage of lower- and higher-skilled migration, emphasizing that this is about the jobs that migrants do, not their actual intelligence, knowledge and skills. In fact, many migrants do jobs for which they are overqualified.

The category of forced migrants concerns people who primarily move because they face violence or persecution in their origin countries. Although forced migrants are commonly referred to as ‘refugees’, an important legal distinction is that between asylum seekers and refugees. An asylum seeker is a person who has applied for refugee status and is still awaiting a decision on their recognition as a refugee. According to the 1951 United Nations Convention relating to the Status of Refugees, a refugee is a person who ‘owing to a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinions, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country’. People who flee their regions of origin but who stay within their own country are usually referred to as ‘internally displaced persons’ (IDPs).

Another important source of confusion is between smuggling and trafficking. Although these concepts are constantly conflated in media and political discourse, they are entirely different. Smuggling is the use by migrants of paid or unpaid intermediaries (smugglers) to cross borders without prior authorization, either as part of a business transaction or humanitarian activism. Contrary to common perceptions, smuggling is essentially a form of service delivery that migrants (including refugees) are willing to pay for and voluntarily engage in to cross borders without being arrested. Trafficking is not about abduction or smuggling, but rather the severe exploitation of vulnerable workers through deceit and coercion. In fact, many cases of trafficking don’t involve any migration at all, and if migrant workers are involved, severe exploitation often happens in the context of legal migration and legal employment.

Illegal migration – the unauthorized crossing of borders – is another controversial topic and a much-confused term. Legally speaking, the spontaneous arrival of asylum seekers at international borders doesn’t count as illegal migration, as, according to the UN Refugee Convention, it is a fundamental right of people to cross international borders to seek protection from violence and persecution. This book therefore uses the term ‘unsolicited border arrivals’ to cover the arrival of both illegal migrants and asylum seekers. The distinction between illegal entry and illegal stay is essential. In fact, the biggest source of illegal stay is migrants who entered legally but who have ‘overstayed’ the duration of their visa or residence permit.

There is a long debate in academia, media and politics about the appropriateness of the use of terminology like ‘illegal migration’ and ‘illegal migrants’. On one side, there is the argument that acts can be illegal, but people cannot; that nobody is illegal, and that it is therefore unacceptable to label human beings as ‘illegal’. Such critique has led to the use of alternative terms, such as ‘irregular’, ‘undocumented’ and ‘unauthorized’. Although these terms can be useful, besides their obfuscating nature they have their own problems – for instance, ‘undocumented’ migrants lack residence rights but often possess a range of documents such as drivers’ licences, registration documents, insurance papers and tax files. The counterargument is that the legal status of migrants does matter to their lives and decisions as well as to governments; in fact, migrants often use these terms themselves, and so I would argue that such words should therefore not be avoided at all costs but rather used more carefully. This book will generally avoid referring to individual persons as ‘illegal’, but will use the phrases ‘illegal migration’ and ‘illegal migrants’ when describing migration at a group or more general level.

A final note on the use of migration statistics in this book. Unless stated otherwise, I will draw on global migrant population data from the Trends in International Migrant Stock: The 2017 Revision database, compiled by the Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations. Despite its various imperfections – such as the use of interpolation and other statistical techniques to fill in missing data – it is the best source of internationally comparative statistics that give a good insight into overall patterns and trends of global migration. The book doesn’t use more recent versions of the database because many recent estimates seem to be based on extrapolations rather than actual data. For more detailed, country-level analyses of recent migration flows, I have drawn on databases compiled for the Determinants of International Migration (DEMIG) project at Oxford University’s International Migration Institute (IMI).1 For data on population, economy and education and other country-level data, this book has drawn on the World Development Indicators (WDI) database from the World Bank, unless indicated otherwise.




Introduction

We seem to be living in times of unprecedented mass migration. Images of ‘caravans’ of Central Americans trying to reach the Mexico–US border, Africans crammed into unseaworthy boats desperately trying to cross the Mediterranean, and illegal migrants crossing the Channel into Britain all seem to confirm fears that migration is spinning out of control. A toxic combination of poverty, inequality, violence, oppression, climate change and rampant population growth appear to be pushing growing numbers of Africans, Asians and Latin Americans to embark upon increasingly desperate journeys to reach the shores of the ‘Wealthy West’.

We are told that, through making false promises about jobs and luxurious lives in the West, human traffickers and smugglers prey on the vulnerability of migrants by luring them into increasingly dangerous journeys, only for those migrants to find themselves horribly exploited in slavery-like conditions; that is, if they survive the trip at all. Fears that migration is spinning out of control have compounded doubts about the ability and willingness of immigrants to adapt to destination societies and cultures. Images of migrant communities living ‘parallel lives’ in segregated, impoverished and crime-infested neighbourhoods have instilled a general belief that immigrant integration has often failed. All of this has amalgamated in the notion of a ‘migration crisis’ that requires drastic countermeasures – such as stronger border enforcement, refugee resettlement schemes, and development aid for poor countries.

Not everybody agrees with these views. On the other side of the debate there are the politicians, economists and activists telling us that migration is not a problem but a solution to pressing problems such as labour shortages and population ageing. They argue that we are in desperate need of migrants to boost growth and innovation and to rejuvenate our societies. In this view, the diversity that immigration brings is not a threat but a good thing, as it sparks innovation and cultural renewal. They also claim that migration benefits growth in origin countries because of the huge amounts of money that migrants remit back home, and because of the vital role of expatriates in stimulating trade and boosting entrepreneurship in origin countries. They tell us that we need workers of all skill levels, and that we should open our borders in order to fill pressing labour shortages.

This book will show that the ideas on both sides represent partial, simplistic and often outright misleading views on migration, which crumble in the face of evidence. To overcome an increasingly polarized debate, this book presents evidence that challenges simplistic pro- and anti-migration narratives. I will tell a different story – one that contradicts the conventional ideas about migration taught in schools and universities and espoused by media, pundits, humanitarian organizations, think tanks, movies, magazines and popular books. I will do so because we are in dire need of a radically new vision of migration, which is based not on political interests or ideological views but instead looks at migration as it is.

This book does not present an ideological view of migration as either a problem to be solved or a solution to problems, but one that tries to understand the nature and causes of migration from a scientific point of view. By necessity, this is a holistic view that tries to understand migration as an intrinsic and therefore inseparable part of broader processes of social, cultural and economic change affecting our societies and our world, and one that benefits some people more than others, can have downsides for some, but cannot be thought or wished away.

This book also aims to answer the biggest unresolved questions about migration. For example, why have politicians across the West failed to curb immigration despite massive investments of taxpayer money in border enforcement? Why is illegal migration continuing despite politicians’ promises to destroy the business model of smugglers? Why have governments been so ineffective in preventing the exploitation of migrant workers, despite their repeated promises to viciously crack down on such abuses? How have politicians got away with selling the same false promises or outright lies about immigration? And, most importantly, what policies can we put in place in order to deal more effectively with migration?

I wrote this book out of a deep sense of urgency. There is much academic research on migration, but so little of that has filtered through into public debate or the policies proposed by politicians and international organizations, which partly explains why policies frequently fail or even backfire. From the years of research I have undertaken and shared, the public lectures I have given, the radio and TV debates in which I have participated, and the work I have done with governments and international organizations, I have concluded that speaking ‘truth to power’ isn’t enough to change the tone and improve the quality of debates.

In other words, just spreading ‘facts’ doesn’t work. Politicians and other policymakers will ignore the facts they find inconvenient. For instance, typically, after I give a lecture to senior policymakers, they enthusiastically come up to me during the drinks reception and congratulate me for the ‘fascinating presentation’, but then immediately quip, ‘We can never implement your insights, because that would be political suicide.’ Hence, my aim with this book is to cut straight through to you, the general reader, and equip you with the knowledge that will enable you to more critically scrutinize claims made by politicians, pundits and experts, and see through the various forms of misinformation and propaganda that abound on this subject.

The knowledge presented in this book is partly based on three decades of primary research I have conducted on migration in various countries around the world, and through leading research projects and working with teams at the University of Oxford and the University of Amsterdam. It also summarizes insights on migration that have emerged from research literature in the burgeoning field of migration studies, including many excellent studies conducted by researchers from across the social sciences and beyond – in fields ranging from anthropology and sociology to geography, demography and economics, as well as historical, legal and psychological sciences.

In 2015, I moved back to the Netherlands after having spent ten years researching and teaching migration at the University of Oxford. I had been freshly appointed as professor of sociology at the University of Amsterdam, at the height of the Syrian refugee crisis: the large-scale arrival of about 1 million – predominantly Syrian – refugees in Europe that led to heated debates in the Netherlands and all around Europe. I was invited to one as a migration expert, alongside local politicians and activists – including a member of an action group that organized local resistance against the establishment of asylum seeker centres. The debate quickly devolved into a clash of opinions and cheap character attacks, with nobody willing to really listen to anyone else.

While the journalist leading the debate was happy with the heat, I was frustrated that all the nuance had evaporated in favour of petty bickering. It reminded me of previous, similarly challenging experiences of debating migration, but I had been struggling for a while to really understand what was wrong with these kinds of ‘migration debates’ and why they were so exasperating. The epiphany came when the journalist asked the audience for a show of hands: ‘Who is, with Professor De Haas, pro-immigration, and who is anti-immigration?’

At that moment, the penny dropped, as it suddenly occurred to me what was wrong with all of these debates: their simplistic framing in pro- and anti-migration terms. The journalist was annoyed when I interrupted to attack his framing, but I had learned a very important lesson: the persistent casting of migration debates in pro- and anti- terms renders them unworthy of the word ‘debate’ as it leaves no room for nuance.

I had also increasingly started to realize that we, as researchers, should not only spread ‘facts’ about migration, but should also change the entire way we talk about the subject. This is because the facts of migration don’t speak for themselves; they make sense only as part of a broader story about immigration and what it means to people. After all, migration is too diverse a phenomenon to fit into a simple box of ‘good’ or ‘bad’. Such dichotomous narratives tend to create a caricature of immigrants (as victims, heroes or villains, depending on the storyline) that defies the more complex reality and often deprives them of their humanity. More generally, the entire casting of migration debates in pro/anti terms is like questioning or thinking away a fundamental part of who we are, as human beings and as societies, and who we’ve always been. Migration is literally of all times, and is as old as humanity. People have always moved. Discussing migration in pro/anti terms therefore precludes an understanding of the nature, causes and consequences of migration as a normal process.

A few analogies may help to show how naive this pro/anti framing really is. To be generally in favour of, or against, migration would be like being generally in favour of or against, say, the economy. No serious person would ask an economist whether he is in favour of or against the economy, or markets. Or a geographer whether she is in favour of or against urbanization. Or an agronomist whether he is in favour of or against agriculture. Or a biologist whether she is in favour of or against the environment. Still, this is the way the migration debates are usually conducted, particularly in the media and politics.

As we will see, such framing also makes for notoriously bad policy. Migration policies have often failed or been counterproductive because they are based on a series of false assumptions, or myths, about the nature, causes and impacts of migration. Further drawing on the analogy with economic debates, if we wonder how to regulate markets, the premise is seldom to abolish markets (and we know how such experiments ended) or to simply deny their existence. Rather, we look at how to influence them, and how to achieve these goals. This is also the way we should be discussing migration, but it is striking how the technical, non-ideological side of migration debates – which policies work, which policies fail, and which have backfired – is almost completely ignored, particularly given the large body of scientific evidence.

In fact, most current migration debates are not debates at all, in their almost exclusive focus on opinion or wishful thinking rather than fact – on what migration ought to be, rather than on what migration is in terms of its actual trends, patterns, causes and impacts, and how policies could best deal with the realities on the ground to produce desired outcomes and avoid the errors of the past. As debates have become more and more entrenched in ideological bickering between pro- and anti-immigration camps, there is barely any place for evidence. Instead, what we usually see is that anti-immigration voices often exaggerate the downsides of migration, while corporate lobbies and liberal groups tend to exaggerate the benefits of immigration, and that each side cherry-picks evidence and arguments that fit their storyline – and simply ignores everything that is inconvenient.

In truth, most people have ambivalent feelings about immigration. As we will see time and time again in this book, there is often a large gap between how people think about immigration in general and how they relate to the migrants and refugees they meet in their personal lives. People can be concerned about immigration and be in favour of stricter border enforcement, but at the same time see it as their ‘love thy neighbour’ duty to help individual refugees and migrants living in their community. Although immigration is not as massive and transformative on a national scale as we often think, the impacts of immigration can be quite life-altering – and sometimes disruptive – on the local scale of neighbourhoods or towns. Yet political debates, with their increasing polarization between pro- and anti-immigration views, don’t reflect such ambiguities. What typically gets lost is nuance, and nuance is what we urgently need in order to take the heat out of debates about immigration and related issues such as diversity, identity and racism, which have grown increasingly toxic.

Since the end of the Cold War, Western politicians have been waging a War on Immigration.

In Europe, this started with political panic about the large-scale arrival of asylum seekers fleeing warfare in former Yugoslavia and conflicts in the Middle East and the Horn of Africa. In the 2000s this was followed by a backlash against multiculturalism, and growing concerns about segregation and a perceived lack of integration, particularly of Muslim immigrants. From 2015, large-scale arrivals of Syrian refugees and more general concerns about trans-Mediterranean boat migration took debates to fever pitch. In Britain, ever since Tony Blair raised suspicion about ‘bogus’ asylum seekers, politicians have been vowing to crack down on unsolicited migrant arrivals on British shores, while the seemingly unstoppable arrival of East European workers was a major factor in the 2016 Brexit vote.

In the US, Ronald Reagan’s Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986 provided amnesty to 2.7 million immigrants, but also fired the starting shot for increasing border enforcement to prevent illegal immigration from Mexico and Central America under the Bush and Clinton administrations. The terror attacks of 9/11 reinforced these trends, with politicians increasingly portraying immigration as a potential threat to national security. Concerns about illegal immigration prompted the Bush and Obama administrations to pour billions of dollars (three times higher than the FBI budget) into the militarization of border controls and the detention and deportation of illegal migrants. This trend culminated in Trump winning the 2016 election on an anti-immigration platform. While there hasn’t been serious hope of comprehensive immigration reform since the George W. Bush presidency, the left and right have continued to brawl over immigration policy.

Western governments have invested massive resources to curb inflows of foreign workers and their families – coming from Mexico and Central America to the US, from South Asia and eastern Europe to Britain, and from Turkey and North Africa to western Europe. For decades now, politicians from across the political spectrum have repeatedly pledged to ‘fix our broken immigration system’, to ‘take back control on immigration’ and to ‘crack down on smuggling and trafficking’. Others have proposed using aid to curb immigration from poor countries. However, politicians have consistently failed to deliver on these promises. In fact, the evidence shows that many of these policies have backfired, as they paradoxically produce more migration while stimulating illegal migration and facilitating the exploitation of migrant workers.

In the US, for instance, massive investments in border enforcement since the late 1980s by both Republican and Democratic administrations turned a largely circular flow of Mexican workers going back and forth to California and Texas into an 11-million-strong population of permanently settled families living all across the United States. At the same time, despite massive investments in border enforcement and deportations, continuing labour shortages drove new migration from Latin America and other countries underground, leading the undocumented population to soar from 3.5 million to 11 million.

Likewise, in Europe, growing border restrictions pushed Turkish and North African ‘guest workers’ into permanent settlement by discouraging their return and encouraging large-scale family migration over the 1980s and 1990s – while three decades of massive investment in border controls in the Mediterranean failed to stop legal and illegal immigration from North and West Africa into southern Europe. In the UK, earlier efforts to curb immigration from Commonwealth countries equally had counterproductive effects, consolidating rather than preventing the permanent settlement of rapidly growing Caribbean and South Asian populations in Britain. More recently, instead of incentivizing East European workers to return to origin countries, Brexit only seems to have strengthened the determination of Polish, Romanian and Bulgarian workers to stay permanently, with immigration to the UK paradoxically reaching an all-time high in the post-Brexit years.

In both the US and Europe (including the United Kingdom), politicians have manifestly failed to fix their ‘broken immigration systems’ and curb growing immigration; similarly, three decades of efforts to limit the arrival of asylum seekers and refugees have failed to produce any meaningful results. At the same time, politicians have failed to address problems of segregation and the integration of marginalized immigrant and minority groups that find themselves the subject of exploitation and racist discrimination. Nor have efforts to combat smuggling and trafficking produced any meaningful results, as illegal migration continues to exact a high toll in terms of human suffering and border deaths.

Immigration restrictions and ‘pushbacks’ have not deterred refugees from seeking safety across borders, while consistent backlogs and administrative failures have left asylum seekers in a debilitating legal limbo for many years, deepening trauma, perpetuating the separation of families, and restricting people from building a new life for themselves through study and work. Meanwhile, the failure of governments in the US, the UK and continental Europe to address the situation of marginalized – often undocumented – migrant workers comes with the serious risk of the formation of a new underclass.

As this book will show, politicians have not only failed to deliver on their long-standing and endlessly repeated promises, but in many ways their policies have made things worse. Immigration and integration policies have not only fallen short of their objectives, they have also been counterproductive, because they are not based on a scientific understanding of how migration really works. In other words, these policies are part of the problem. The central claim of this book is therefore that such policies are bound to fail because they are in fact among the very causes of the problems they pretend to solve.

Why then, as so many students have asked me, do we keep on recycling the same policies that have so blatantly failed in the past? There is no simple answer to that question. Partly, this is because politicians and other decision-makers have ignored scientific evidence about the trends, causes and impacts of migration. For the most part, however, this does not reflect a lack of information or innocence, but a conscious refusal to acknowledge the facts. Politicians (from left to right, from conservative to liberal), interest groups and international organizations perpetuate a series of myths as part of deliberate strategies to distort the truth about migration. Such propaganda is part of active efforts to sow unjustified fear and misinformation – as exposure to the truth would expose not only politicians’ failure to address problems, but also their own complicity in creating and aggravating them. In that sense, politicians have got caught up in their own lies.

But this is not only about politicians indulging in immigration fearmongering and immigrant scapegoating to win the next election. It is also about interest groups like trade unions and business lobbies that exaggerate the harms – or benefits – of migration. It’s about UN agencies like the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) exaggerating or misrepresenting migrant and refugee numbers in an apparent bid to generate publicity and funding. It’s about politicians portraying migrants and ‘bogus’ asylum seekers as job thieves or welfare scroungers, to distract attention away from the real causes of declining job security, wage stagnation, growing financial insecurity, and increasingly expensive education, housing and healthcare. It’s about corporate lobbies portraying migrants as heroes that will ensure nations retain their competitiveness in the global race for talent. And humanitarian organizations denying the ability of migrants and refugees to think for themselves and act in their own best interests, by unilaterally depicting them as victims who needed to be ‘rescued’ from smugglers and traffickers. And climate activists hijacking the migration issue and fabricating myths about waves of climate refugees to help make their (otherwise justified) case for drastically cutting greenhouse-gas emissions.

Finally, debates and research about migration are also haunted by a more general bias towards the impacts of migration on Western ‘receiving’ or ‘host’ societies. This ‘receiving-country bias’ has led to a one-sided focus on issues such as integration, assimilation, segregation, race and identity from a destination-country perspective. However important these issues are, this has gone along with a striking lack of interest in and research on the causes and consequences of migration from the perspective of origin countries.

This bias is obviously very problematic. After all, how can we develop a realistic view on migration if we miss half the picture? As we will see in this book, neglecting the ‘other side’ of migration hampers a proper understanding of its nature and very causes. This helps to explain why politicians, interest groups, international organizations, media, school books, experts and pundits continue to get away with reproducing a whole series of pseudoscientific truths about migration without ever being corrected.

This book is organized into three sections. The first will explore trends in global migration patterns. It looks at recent changes in the scale, magnitude and direction of migration and what factors have caused such changes. It also dispels common claims and popular myths about the causes of migration, and will show which factors really explain recent changes in global migration patterns.

The second section explores the impacts of migration on both destination and origin societies. It analyses the reasons why most migrant groups have integrated rather smoothly but others have experienced marginalization and protracted segregation. It also critically scrutinizes various (exaggerated) claims and counterclaims about the negative and positive social, cultural and economic impacts of migration, to arrive at a more balanced position.

The third and final section reveals how various popular ideas championed by politicians, interest groups and international organizations are part of deliberate strategies to distort the truth about immigration. These include the considerable gap between politicians’ tough talk on immigration and their much more lenient policy practices, and the intuitive but rather misleading idea that migration restrictions reduce migration. I also dismantle several popular but scientifically unfounded myths: that public opinion has turned against immigration, that smuggling is the main cause of illegal migration, that human trafficking is a form of modern slavery, and that climate change will lead to mass migration.

In all, there are twenty-two chapters, each of which tackles a long-standing myth about migration. In the first part of each chapter, I will briefly set out the myth – and the typical narratives in which it is cast – as well as its origin as it pertains to the politicians, interest groups and international organizations that create and recycle such myths. The second part – How it really works – dismantles the myth by drawing on data and evidence from history, anthropology, sociology, geography, demography and economics. The aim of each chapter, and the book as a whole, is to provide evidence on the real trends, causes and impacts of migration as an intrinsic part of broader social, cultural and economic change in origin and destination societies.

By providing deep insights based on cutting-edge evidence, this book goes beyond a myth-busting exercise, aiming to build, chapter by chapter, a new, holistic vision of migration as an intrinsic part of broader national and global change. The chapters have been written in such a way that they can be read separately – which is useful for readers with specific interests – but all are part of an overarching narrative. The order of chapters builds a more general argument to guide the reader to deep insights as they continue towards the conclusion. While I will eschew unnecessary academic jargon, I will not stay away from addressing the complexity of issues and the nuances that are needed to achieve a fundamental understanding of migration processes.

I wrote this book to equip readers with an understanding of how migration really works, in a way that is firmly rooted in the best data and scientific insight, with the goal of stimulating a real debate on migration, in which politicians no longer get away with plain propaganda or policy solutions that perhaps satisfy the desire for political showmanship – and may help them win the next election – but don’t solve any real problems and instead make them worse. We can do so much better.

And we have reasons to be hopeful about the prospects of doing so because, as this book will also show, research reveals that most people have nuanced opinions about migration. It is simply not true that public opinion has massively turned against immigration. The political polarization in pro/anti-immigration camps is not reflected in how most people think and feel about migration. While many people have valid concerns about immigration, integration and segregation, most also understand that migration is to a certain extent inevitable, that migrant workers fulfil essential roles, and that immigrants and refugees deserve fundamental rights – and they understand the dilemmas this generates.

Above all, this book will show that there are no easy solutions to complex migration problems. However, once we do away with unnecessary panic and fear, which has already paralysed debates for too long, we create space for an informed debate about the benefits and downsides of immigration, and about how to design better and more effective policies that avoid the errors of the past and work better for all members of our societies.




MYTHS OF MIGRATION




Myth 1: Migration is at an all-time high

Migration seems to be at an all-time high and accelerating rapidly. We are told that the world has never experienced this much migration, and that this has caused a crisis. Grinding poverty, population growth, oppression, warfare and climate change have uprooted growing numbers of people. As a result, more and more poor people are flocking to cities and destinations abroad, exceeding the absorption capacity of urban areas and destination societies. Rapidly multiplying migration and refugee crises around the world reinforce fears that, unless problems are addressed urgently, the growing exodus will soon be out of control. All of this seems to confirm the idea that we live in an age of unprecedented mass migration.

This is the image of migration that we’re getting when we watch television, read the newspaper or browse the internet. Governments seem to be increasingly overwhelmed by a rising tide of migrants and refugees desperately trying to cross seas and deserts to reach the borders of the Wealthy West. With immigrants appearing to form an increasing share of national populations, levels of ethnic, racial and religious diversity seem to be higher than they’ve ever been.

Because of globalization, it is easier than ever to travel and to connect over large distances. Since the 1990s, satellite television, the internet and smartphones have caused a revolution in global connectivity. Even in the smallest towns and villages in countries like Guatemala, Ethiopia and Afghanistan, people can now connect to the rest of the world. This has broadened the horizons of young people around the globe. The exposure to images of wealth and luxury in the West seems to have fuelled a migration fever among youngsters eager to taste life in the lands of milk and honey.

All of this has apparently fuelled increasing migration pressures. International inequalities remain huge while many developing countries are plagued by poverty, instability, corruption and violent conflict. At the same time, fast population growth adds more hungry mouths to feed each year, increasing competition for scarce resources. More recently, climate change has been added to this cocktail of human misery, leading to increasing flooding, droughts, hurricanes and wildfires. As people lose their homes, cattle and farmland, and are driven to destitution because of repeated crop failure, they seem to have no other option than to flee. They become part of the swelling masses of uprooted people in the Global South desperate to migrate to the Global North.

The idea that we live in times of unprecedented mass migration has gained credibility because of frequent claims by prestigious international organizations – such as the International Organisation for Migration (IOM) and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) – that migrant and refugee numbers have reached yet another all-time high. In 2021, IOM claimed that ‘the current mobility of people is higher than ever before in modern history and continues to increase sharply’.1 Adopting alarmist overtones, UNHCR has claimed that we live in times of a ‘global displacement crisis’, with conflict, violence and climate change uprooting more and more people from their native lands, and in 2022 it stated that, with a record-high number of 100 million displaced people, a ‘dramatic milestone’ was reached that few would have expected a decade ago’.2

All of this amalgamates into the dominant idea of a ‘migration crisis’. The notion that we live in times of unprecedented mass migration is the most widespread claim about migration. Although they may advocate very different solutions, politicians from left to right, climate activist and nativist groups, humanitarian NGOs and refugee organizations and media have all bought into the idea that the current era is one of a migration crisis driven by a series of global, economic, demographic and environmental crises. According to this narrative, the world is on fire – and as a result, migration is spinning out of control.

How it really works

International migration has remained low and stable

Although the idea that migration is at an all-time high has gained the status of an almost unquestionable truth, the facts tell quite a different story. Current levels of international migration are neither exceptionally high nor increasing. In fact, over the past decades, global migration levels have remained remarkably stable. According to most definitions, an international migrant is a person who is living in a country other than their country of birth for a period of at least six to twelve months. Using this definition, and according to data from the United Nations Population Division, in 1960 there were about 93 million international migrants in the world. This number increased to 170 million in 2000 and further increased to an estimated 247 million in 2017. At first sight, this seems like a staggering increase. However, the world population has increased at a roughly equal pace, from some 3 billion in 1960 to 6.1 billion in 2000, and 7.6 billion in 2017. So, if we express the number of international migrants as a share of the world population, we see that relative levels of migration have remained stable at around 3 per cent. In addition, past numbers are likely to be underestimates because, in previous decades, much migration went unregistered.3
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Graph 1: Total population of international migrants in the world, 1960–2017
This defies the idea that global migration is accelerating. In fact, there is evidence that global migration levels were actually higher in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This was the heyday of transatlantic migration, when tens of millions of Europeans left the ‘Old World’ to seek new opportunities and freedom in the ‘New World’ – in countries such as the United States, Canada, Argentina and Brazil, as well as Australia and New Zealand. This massive out-migration coincided with the peak of European imperialism, when many European soldiers, colonists, missionaries, administrators, entrepreneurs and workers settled in colonies in Africa and Asia.

Insatiable labour needs driven by European imperialism and industrialization also set in motion major migrations elsewhere in the world. Between 1834 and 1941, Britain, France and the Netherlands shipped between 12 million and 37 million indentured workers (‘coolies’) – mainly from India, China and Indonesia – to their colonial possessions in the Caribbean, East Africa and elsewhere.4 Besides plantation workers in the Caribbean, the British recruited indentured workers for East Africa, including the Indians who helped to build the Kenya–Uganda Railway in the 1890s. As many as 1 million indentured workers were recruited in Japan to be sent to destinations like Hawaii, the US, Brazil and Peru. After the Communist Revolution of 1917 and the creation of the Soviet Union in 1922, Russian imperialism led to the large-scale emigration and settlement of ethnic Russians in Siberia and Soviet republics such as Latvia, Estonia, Ukraine, Belorussia, Moldavia and Kazakhstan, and outward movements of Russians into Siberia and non-Russian territories.5

In total, between 1846 and 1940 some 150 million people moved across continents – 9 per cent of the world population in 1900 – and this does not even take into account large-scale population movements within Europe. Of these transcontinental migrants, an estimated 55–8 million were Europeans moving to the Americas, 48–52 million Indians and southern Chinese migrating to European colonies in South-East Asia, East Africa and the South Pacific, and 46–51 million Russians and Chinese settling in Manchuria, Siberia, Central Asia and Japan.6

To put this in perspective, approximately 48 million Europeans left the continent between 1846 and 1924 alone. This was equal to about 12 per cent of the European population in 1900. In some countries the percentage was much higher. In the same period about 17 million people left the British Isles – equal to 41 per cent of Britain’s population in 1900.7 Between 1869 and 1940, about 16.4 million Italians emigrated to destinations in northern Europe and South and North America – no less than 50 per cent of the Italian population in 1900.8

This is a much higher rate than the emigration rates of most leading emigration countries today. For instance, the 9.5 million Mexico-born people living abroad in 2017 (including undocumented migrants) represented 7.5 per cent of the Mexican population, while the 3 million Turkey-born people living abroad represent 3.8 per cent of the Turkish population. For populous countries the percentage is even lower. The 9.5 million India-born and 5.8 million China-born people estimated to be living abroad in 2007 represented only 0.4 and 0.7 per cent of the total populations of their countries.

This picture of relatively low migration remains unaffected if we add refugees to the numbers. This is because the number of refugees is much smaller than the extensive attention that is given to ‘refugee crises’ in media and politics seems to suggest. Refugees represent between 7 and 12 per cent of all migrants in the world, which is equivalent to about 0.3 per cent of the world population – and refugee numbers in the mid-twentieth century were arguably much larger than current numbers (as we will see in chapter 3).

A global migration reversal

So, the level of international migration is not as high as we think. International migrants represent about 3 per cent of the world population, and that number has remained remarkably stable. To turn that number around, this means that an overwhelming share – about 97 per cent of the world population – live in their native country. This is quite striking given the huge inequalities that persist in the world.

Thus, there is no evidence that global migration is accelerating. However, that does not mean that nothing has changed. Particularly from a Western and Eurocentric perspective, there have been profound transformations in migration patterns, which have turned the global migration map entirely upside down. These transformations have little to do with numbers, but rather with changes in the dominant geographical direction of global migration since the end of the Second World War, which explains why, at least from a European or North American perspective, immigration may appear to be at an all-time high.

The most fundamental change has been the transformation of western Europe from the world’s main source of colonists and immigrants to an important destination of migrants. Starting in the fifteenth century, Europeans ventured out to the rest of the world, occupying and populating foreign territories – particularly in the Americas, but also in Africa and Asia. This started with the ‘discovery’ and conquest of the Americas after Christopher Columbus set foot in the Caribbean in 1492, and the growing involvement of the Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, French and British in establishing colonies in the Americas, as well as trading posts and colonies on the African and Asian coasts, from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. While Spain conquered the Philippines, the British gradually gained control over the Indian subcontinent, and the Netherlands gained dominance in Indonesia.

Particularly from the mid-nineteenth century, European colonial powers – and Britain and France in particular – colonized most of the entire territories of Africa and Asia, with a few exceptions like Ethiopia, Thailand and China. This went along with the emigration of European settlers to these new colonies, such as Britons moving to South Africa, Rhodesia (present-day Zimbabwe) and Kenya, and large numbers of French and other European colons settling in Algeria. Evidently, they did so without asking permission from native populations. European colonialism is arguably the biggest illegal migration in human history.

European colonialism also prompted the biggest forced migration in history, through the transatlantic slave trade, with an estimated 12 million Africans forcibly taken to the Americas.9 The abolition of the slave trade and slavery over the course of the nineteenth century prompted the British, Dutch and French to recruit large numbers of indentured workers, mainly from the Indian subcontinent but also from Java and China, to work in Caribbean and East African colonies.

With the US gaining independence from Britain in 1776, most Latin American colonies became independent from Spain – and Brazil from Portugal – in the early nineteenth century. However, this did not stop European influxes to the Americas. Particularly from the 1850s onwards, increasing numbers of European migrants – often peasants and factory workers looking for better opportunities overseas – were attracted by economic opportunities in the United States and Canada, but also in Argentina and Brazil. This resulted in large-scale transatlantic migration. Industrialization and urbanization also drew migrant workers from China and Japan to the Americas.10

All of this came to an end after the Second World War. Between 1945 and 1965, most European colonies in Asia and Africa gained independence. Fast economic growth and the establishment of welfare states in western Europe meant that Europeans rapidly lost interest in emigrating to America, Australia and New Zealand. Full employment and fast-declining birth rates also meant that European countries faced growing labour shortages in various industries and mining. As a consequence, large-scale European emigration to other continents came to an end.

The result was that migration patterns reversed – with people from the rest of the world increasingly finding their way to western Europe. This often started with ‘post-colonial’ migrations in the form of people moving from former colonies to Europe: from the Caribbean (the West Indies), South Asia (Pakistan, India) and the Indian-heritage populations living in East Africa to Britain; from the Maghreb (Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco) and West Africa (particularly Senegal and Mali) to France; and from Indonesia and Suriname to the Netherlands.

In Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Denmark and Sweden, which did not have large overseas colonial empires – as well as in the Netherlands and Belgium – these post-colonial migrations were soon supplemented by the large-scale recruitment of guest workers from Italy, Spain, Portugal, Greece and former Yugoslavia in the 1950s and 1960s. When southern European labour resources were exhausted, governments and companies started to recruit migrant workers from Turkey and the Maghreb. Although this was initially seen as temporary migration, many migrants would settle and bring their families, laying the ground for the growth of large immigrant communities.

This ‘global migration reversal’ was a turnaround of international migration patterns. And the evolution of Europe from the world’s main supplier of migrants into a major destination for non-European migrants also transformed migration to traditional European settler colonies in North America, Australia and New Zealand. This is because, as Europeans stopped emigrating in large numbers, migration to these countries became increasingly non-European in origin.

While Europeans had dominated immigration to the US and Canada for centuries, from the 1950s, Puerto Ricans, Mexicans, Cubans, other Latin Americans, and Asians (particularly Koreans, Vietnamese, Filipinos, Indians and Chinese) began to take their place. This went along with major changes in migration patterns in other world regions. South America ceased to be a destination for European emigrants, and patterns reversed as migration from Latin America to North America and later also to Europe grew rapidly.

Another major change in global migration patterns was the rise of non-Western migration destinations. Beginning in the 1980s, the fast-growing economies in the Arab Gulf – such as Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait and Qatar – emerged as destinations for millions of migrant workers from the Middle East (especially Egypt) and poorer countries in Asia, such as Pakistan, India and the Philippines, and to a lesser extent also Africa. Over recent decades, Asians in particular have entered the global migration stage, with growing numbers of Chinese, Indians, Filipinos and Indonesians migrating to destinations around the world. Within East and South-East Asia, countries like Japan, South Korea, Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand have become destinations for migrants from poorer countries within and outside the continent, such as Myanmar, Nepal and Uzbekistan. In the 1990s, Russia emerged as a major destination for migrant workers from former Soviet republics like Ukraine, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan.11

So, over the past half-century, patterns of international migration have gone through fundamental transformations. With the exception of traditional immigration countries such as Canada, Australia and New Zealand (where migrants represent about 20 per cent of the population), between 10 and 15 per cent of the populations of most Western countries – including the US, the UK, Germany and France – were born abroad. Such immigration levels are not exceptional from a historical point of view, however. While migration to the US has been rising over the past few decades, in 2020 immigrants formed a roughly equal share of the population (around 14 per cent) as they did a century ago.12

The major change is the increasingly non-European background of immigrant populations. With Europe transforming from a prime source of migrants to a major migration destination, the global migration reversal has led to increasing migration from Latin America, Asia and (to a lesser extent) Africa, to Europe, North America, Australia and New Zealand, as well as new migration destinations in the Gulf and East Asia. These changes have not so much to do with an increase in overall levels of international migration, but with a change in the dominant geographical direction of global migration flows.

This has led to the growing settlement of populations of non-European origin in Europe and North America. Without a doubt, this is a major change, and makes it perhaps understandable that many people think immigration is at an all-time high. This is particularly true when seen from the cities, neighbourhoods and towns where immigrants concentrate. However, the data clearly defies the idea that global migration is even accelerating, let alone spinning out of control. In fact, this idea reflects a Eurocentric worldview, which casts the immigration of non-Western, non-white populations as particularly problematic, but which is blind to European emigrations and immigrations of the past.

Most migrants move over short distances

Because of the preoccupation of Western politicians and media with international migration, it is easy to forget that internal migration – movement within countries – has always been much more important than movement across borders. This is not only because international migration is expensive, but also because people simply prefer to stay close to home. According to the best available numbers, internal migrants represent an estimated 80 per cent of all migrants in the world – or 12 per cent of the world population.13 On that basis, we can estimate that there are roughly 1 billion internal migrants in the world.

Internal migration – also known as ‘domestic migration’ – is particularly significant in developing countries that are going through rapid urbanization, which triggers large-scale migration from rural areas to burgeoning metropolitan areas. This massive transfer of populations from the countryside to towns and cities is an integral – and therefore largely inevitable – part of broader processes of industrialization and modernization.

This global ‘rural exodus’ started in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century western Europe, North America and Japan, and was largely completed by the 1950s – more than 80 per cent of the population in industrialized countries now live in urban areas. Although the large majority of rural-to-urban migrants stay in their own country, some use cities as a staging ground to migrate overseas. A similar transition is now in full swing in middle-income countries such as China, India and Indonesia, and is just starting to gain traction in low-income countries such as Ethiopia, Afghanistan and Myanmar, where less than 30 per cent of people live in cities and towns but urbanization rates are higher than anywhere else in the world.

In many ways, the modern, industrial era has not been a story of international migration, but one of rural-to-urban migration within and across borders. Almost all of us descend from peasants. Most urbanites only have to go back one or two generations to find family members who made the major step to leave for the city in search of work, education or a different lifestyle. The switch from rural to urban lifestyle has been the most fundamental transformation humanity has gone through over the past one to two centuries, and that process is still ongoing in many low- and middle-income countries.
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Map 1: Major long-distance migrations, 1950–202015
Whether this rural-to-urban migration involves a border crossing or not is often less relevant than the radical change in lifestyle, and the mixed feelings of excitement, alienation and shock this often causes. A peasant’s son or daughter moving from a rural village in the state of Oaxaca in Mexico to Mexico City, or from the Tata province in southern Morocco to Casablanca, or from the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) in Pakistan to Karachi, goes through an almost equally big – or bigger – shock as if they were moving to Los Angeles, Paris or London; while most middle-class urbanites from Mexico City, Casablanca or Karachi will usually find little trouble adjusting to life in large Western metropolises.

The vast majority of young people who search for better opportunities and lifestyles thus move within countries. On average, only about one-fifth of movement within countries results in international migration. Internal migration is far higher than international migration, especially in large and populous countries such as China, India, Indonesia, Brazil and Nigeria, but also in the US and Russia. The ‘floating populations’ in China are testimony to the huge magnitude of these domestic migrations. The number of internal migrants in China has been estimated to be at least 270 million – compared to only 5.8 million China-born people living abroad.14 In other words, there are as many internal migrants within China as international migrants in the world!

A good rule of thumb is: the bigger the country, the higher the proportion of migrants staying within the country, and the lower the relative number of people migrating internationally. The explanation for this is simple. In big and populous countries, most people moving out of rural villages and towns can find opportunities for work, study and a different lifestyle in large cities in their own country. Living in a small country increases the likelihood that people have to cross borders to find such opportunities. And, if people do cross borders, most go to neighbouring countries, as this is more affordable – and they are often similar in culture, language, religion and customs. Staying close to home makes it easier to adapt, find work, and visit family and friends back home.

To illustrate this, map 1 gives an overview of the main world migrations over recent history. What it shows is the extraordinary complexity of population movements, with most people moving within countries and within regions. The reality of migration strongly contrasts with the popular idea of a massive South–North exodus. For instance, the Gulf region is as important a global migration destination as western Europe, and countries like Argentina and Brazil in Latin America, Côte d’Ivoire, Gabon and South Africa in Africa, and Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand in Asia have risen as important regional migration destinations – while there are also massive population movements within large countries such as China, Nigeria and Brazil.

And, most importantly perhaps, more than four-fifths of the world’s population live in their native places and areas. Despite huge geographical inequalities in economic opportunities, most people stay home. Only 3 per cent live abroad, and these percentages have remained remarkably stable for decades. In strong contrast to political rhetoric and media images, in reality migration is rarely ever about the massive uprooting of entire populations. And if such uprooting happens – perhaps through warfare or natural disasters such as floods and earthquakes – such movements tend to be rather short-distance and temporary. With most people staying close to home, long-distance migration across continents is the exception rather than the rule.
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Graph 2: Migrants, refugees and non-migrants as percentages of the world population, 2020
Graph 2 summarizes all of this: about 83 per cent of the world population live in their native place, 13 per cent are internal migrants, 3 per cent are international migrants, and 0.3 per cent are refugees.

A global mobility decline?

The evidence calls into question the whole idea that global migration is accelerating fast, and refutes the idea of a global migration crisis. The striking stability and non-acceleration of international migration also challenges the common idea that radical improvements in transport and communication technology have accelerated international migration. The conventional way of thinking is that cheaper transport and more accessible communication have made it easier to migrate. But we can actually turn that reasoning around: from a long-term historical perspective, technological progress has in fact enabled humankind to settle down.

For most of our history, Homo sapiens lived itinerantly, as we had to constantly move around in search of food as part of our hunter-gatherer and nomadic lifestyles. This meant that we lacked a permanent home, something that started to change only with the invention of agriculture in about 10,000 BCE in various parts of the world. Starting in the Middle East, Mesoamerica, the Yellow River basin and parts of Africa, this Agricultural (or Neolithic) Revolution enabled people to settle down permanently in agrarian communities and gradually abandon itinerant, nomadic or pastoralist lifestyles.

From the early nineteenth century, the Industrial Revolution triggered large-scale rural-to-urban migration, while employment in agriculture declined, mainly because of mechanization. At the same time, labour demand in industries, mines and services increased. This process started in Britain and then spread rapidly throughout the rest of Europe and North America – and from there, to the rest of the world. However, such massive rural-to-urban migration is a largely temporary phase. In rich, industrialized countries, the process of urbanization has largely been completed or ‘saturated’, with the overwhelming majority of the population already living in urban areas.

Seen from a long-term perspective, levels of migration may therefore go down in the future as part of a global mobility decline. Internal migration is already slowing down in many Western countries, including the US, UK, Germany and Japan, as the large majority of their populations already live in towns and cities.16 In most middle-income countries in East and South-East Asia, Latin America and the Middle East, too, the majority live in urban areas (in China 63 per cent of the population, in Mexico 81 per cent, in Brazil 87 per cent) and internal migration is running out of steam. In sub-Saharan Africa as well as parts of South and Central Asia, we find the largest concentration of lower-income countries where processes of urbanization have taken off only recently. These are the only world regions where large-scale rural-to-urban migration will continue in the coming decades.

The idea that advances in transport and communication technology will automatically lead to more migration is based on sloppy assumptions about the causes of migration. The impact of technology on migration is fundamentally ambiguous. On the one hand, travel is cheaper and potential migrants can obtain information about opportunities in other places more easily. Yet more accessible transport and communication technology can also take away the need to change residency in order to access opportunities. For instance, since the mid-twentieth century, public transport, mass car ownership and the rolling-out of highway systems have allowed more and more people to commute to and from work, taking away the need for someone to relocate every time they find a new job in a different place. In countries like France, China and Japan, the building of nationwide high-speed train systems has made it possible to make daily commutes of over hundreds of miles per day.

Revolutions in communication and transport have also enabled factories, services and even agrarian production to take place in countries where labour is abundant and cheap. Many British companies have found it more economical and convenient to move call centres to India, while Americans calling customer services might be speaking to a Manila-based Filipino operator fluent in American-style English. Many US industries have moved their factories to export processing zones (maquiladoras) on the Mexican side of the US–Mexico border. In the same vein, Dutch rose growers have invested in huge flower farms in Kenya and Ethiopia, benefiting not only from ideal weather conditions that allow them to produce roses all year round, but also from the cheap labour.17

So, technology does not necessarily lead to more migration, as ‘outsourcing’ can actually enable capital and production to move to the location of cheap labour, rather than labour moving to production facilities in wealthy countries. This has arguably taken away a certain need for migrant workers.

The response to the Covid-19 pandemic highlighted that internet technology is enabling more and more people to work from home, particularly in the higher-skilled service sector – and it is more than possible that, in the future, even more higher-skilled service sector workers will relocate, to experience the more affordable housing and relaxed lifestyles that smaller and more remote communities can offer. However, the pandemic equally exposed the illusion that all work can be done from a distance. This particularly applies to construction, care, transport, hospitality and other service jobs that so many migrant workers do – in fact, as we will see throughout this book, persistent labour shortages in jobs that necessitate workers’ physical presence are the main reason why immigration has continued over the past few decades.

All of this shows that the impact of technology on migration is uncertain. There are as many reasons to think that technology may increase migration as decrease it. While transport and information technology potentially facilitate movement and may inspire people to explore new horizons, they can also allow people to stay put. As technology facilitates ‘non-migratory mobility’ such as home-to-work commuting, tourism and business trips, it can also take away the need for migrating in the sense of changing residence. All of this suggests that current levels of migration are neither unprecedented nor accelerating, and future levels of migration may actually decrease as part of a global mobility decline.




Myth 2: Borders are beyond control

It seems like borders are beyond control as illegal migration is growing fast. Although levels of legal migration have remained stable, media images and political rhetoric suggest that growing numbers of migrants are crossing borders illegally in desperate attempts to reach Western countries. With smugglers and traffickers abusing people’s desperation and luring them into costly and dangerous journeys across deserts and seas, Western governments seem to be failing to stop this. Politicians, pundits and media have therefore frequently sounded the alarm bell that immigration systems may collapse under ever-increasing migration pressures.

This crisis narrative is further reinforced by the common use of terms like ‘mass immigration’ and ‘exodus’ and other apocalyptic vocabulary. In 2015, British prime minister David Cameron spoke of ‘a swarm of people coming across the Mediterranean’.1 In the same year, in response to the large-scale arrivals of Syrian refugees in Europe, Dutch prime minister Mark Rutte stated that: ‘As we all know from the Roman Empire, big empires go down if the borders are not well-protected.’2 Three years later, US president Donald Trump warned that immigration ‘threatens our security and our economy and provides a gateway for terrorism’.3 In 2022, UK Home Secretary Suella Braverman referred to growing numbers of boat crossings from France across the English Channel as an ‘invasion on our southern coast’.4

Politicians frequently portray immigration as an assault on our borders by foreigners, something that is happening to us – or what French politicians habitually call an immigration subiefn1 when they argue in favour of an immigration choisie, a ‘chosen immigration’. This has gone along with increasingly harsh political rhetoric – such as in Britain, where successive Labour and Conservative governments have endeavoured to create a ‘hostile environment’ for illegal migrants.

In the United States, too, politicians and pundits have frequently invoked the term ‘invasion’, while media images and political rhetoric about ‘migrant caravans’ fuel fears about a massive Third World exodus often portrayed as an attack on the sovereignty and safety of the US. This is anything but a new phenomenon. Back in the 1990s, growing immigration from Mexico gave rise to a narrative that portrayed Latino immigration as a threat to American society and culture. This was part of a broader resurgence of xenophobia in the US, with media and pundits comparing immigration to an ‘invasion of illegal aliens’5 in narratives that typically conflated legal and illegal immigration.

Similar language can be heard in Europe, where media and politicians have created the perception that millions of Africans are just waiting on their chance to move to Europe. In 2011, in response to the arrival of almost 5,000 boat migrants – mainly from Tunisia – on the Italian island of Lampedusa, Italian exterior minister Franco Frattini warned of ‘an exodus of Biblical proportions’, while interior minister Roberto Maroni talked about ‘an invasion […] that would bring any country to its knees’.6 The popular ‘exodus’ narrative is often paired with the equally powerful ‘invasion’ narrative, which portrays immigration to Europe as increasingly clandestine in character.

But it is not only Western politicians who have bought into the idea of an impending immigration invasion. Leaders of countries of origin or transit, too, have used it as a negotiation chip to exact diplomatic, military and financial support. African leaders have frequently played into deep-seated European fears of a ‘Black invasion’ in their efforts to secure larger aid packages, or in seeking a return for their collaboration with border controls and taking back illegal migrants and rejected asylum seekers.

In 2010, Libyan leader Muammar Gaddafi warned that Europe ‘could turn into Africa’ as ‘there are millions of Africans who want to come in’, and argued that the EU should therefore pay Libya at least $6.3 billion (£4 billion) a year to stop illegal African immigration and avoid a ‘Black Europe’.7 In 2020, the Guatemalan president Alejandro Giammattei proclaimed that ‘hunger, poverty and destruction do not have years to wait … If we don’t want to see hordes of Central Americans looking to go to countries with a better quality of life, we have to create walls of prosperity in Central America.’8

The fear that migration is spinning out of control has prompted many politicians to argue that we need to step up border enforcement. Others have argued that border controls won’t solve the problem unless we (also) address ‘root causes’ such as poverty and conflict in origin countries. However, they all share the same perception: illegal immigration is getting out of hand. The extensive attention in politics and media given to border crises has fuelled the idea that South–North migration is mainly, and increasingly, about illegal immigration.

How it really works

The vast majority of people migrate legally

It is true that, over recent decades, Western countries have experienced increasing levels of immigration. It is also true that the share of non-European immigrants in Europe and North America has increased. As we saw in the previous chapter, this is part of a global migration reversal in which Europeans stopped massively emigrating to other parts of world. However, the idea that South–North migration is increasingly, and predominantly, about illegal migration is not backed up by evidence. Contrary to popular belief, the overwhelming majority of international migrants – including those moving from the South to the North – move legally, with passports and visas in hand. The extensive media coverage of illegal migration hugely inflates the true magnitude of the phenomenon.

The best data we have to estimate illegal migration trends is the number of people apprehended at international borders. Not all of these are illegal migrants. A small but significant share of border crossers are asylum seekers, who do not officially count as illegal migrants because seeking asylum is a fundamental human right. When referring to the arrival of both illegal migrants and asylum seekers this book therefore uses the term ‘unsolicited border arrivals’. Border apprehensions are not an accurate reflection of the real number of unsolicited border crossings, because other migrants move across borders without being detected – for instance by hiding in trucks, vans or cars, or walking across borders, or climbing fences, with or without the help of smugglers.

Apprehension statistics also depend on the intensity of controls. The more intense the controls, the higher the number of migrants detected – but there is also the chance that the same person is counted twice as deportees often try to migrate again. Such double-counting has inflated recent surges in apprehension statistics in the United States. But while apprehension statistics are anything but perfect, they are the best data we have to at least get some idea about long-term trends in illegal border crossings.
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Graph 3: Registered unsolicited arrivals by boat of migrants and asylum seekers in Europe, 1997–20229
So, what does the data say? First of all, that illegal immigration seems to be a bigger problem in the US than in Europe. In the US, between 1990 and 2020 the average number of border apprehensions stood at just over 1 million per year. This is almost one-quarter – 23 per cent – of the average legal immigration to the US over the same period, which stood at 4.7 million per year – 1,024,000 permanent and 3,685,000 temporary migrants.

Compared to those numbers, illegal immigration to European countries is quite small. Graph 3 shows the number of border apprehensions of illegal migrants and asylum seekers crossing the Mediterranean. Between 1997, when systematic measurements started, and 2020, the average yearly number of registered sea border arrivals from North Africa in Italy, Spain and Malta stood at levels of around 47,300, 16,200 and 1,100 respectively. This makes a total average number of 64,600 yearly arrivals to these three countries.10 Although these are significant numbers, this is only around 3–3.5 per cent of the (on average) 2 million non-EU migrants legally arriving in the EU every year. The number of arrivals reached a one-off peak in 2015, with almost a million asylum seekers and refugees from Syria and other countries crossing the Aegean Sea from Turkey into Greece, but the long-term pattern is relatively stable.

Of course, the real numbers are certainly higher, because much illegal migration has gone undetected, particularly in the 1990s when border enforcement was low and illegal migrants could cross borders rather easily. However, there is no doubt that illegal immigration accounts for a minority of arrivals in Europe.

Another way of estimating the magnitude of illegal migration is to look at the size of undocumented migrant populations. This is important, because the majority of undocumented migrants actually crossed the border legally, but became undocumented because they stayed longer than their visa or work permit allowed them. Such ‘visa overstaying’ – which no wall can stop – is the main source of illegal stays.

As with illegal border crossings, it’s impossible to know exactly the number of undocumented migrants, but available estimates give a good idea about the relative magnitude. For Europe, the best available estimates – which date back to 2008 – tell us that there were an estimated 1.9–3.8 million undocumented migrants in the EU (including the UK), equal to 0.4–0.8 per cent of the total population and 7–13 per cent of the immigrant (foreign-born) population.11 A review of recent studies estimated the size of the undocumented population in the UK at levels of between 674,000 and 800,000, or around 1 per cent of the British population.12
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Map 2: A migration map published in 2017 by Frontex, the European border and coastguard agency, depicting illegal border crossings
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