
 

Migration is a growing issue, but it remains a
challenge to define who actually is a migrant
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According to the United Nations, more people live in a country other
than their place of birth today than ever before.

The 2017 migration statistics show that about 34 people out of every
1,000 lived away from their place of birth. This number was over 31 in
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2010, and 28 in 2000.

Although the number of migrants is expected to grow, a clear
understanding of contemporary migration remains a challenge.

Defining who is a migrant

This challenge was on display at a recent meeting where a group of
South Asian journalists, academics and activists gathered to address the
core issue of migration.

Officially, the number of migrants globally reached 258 million in 2017,
compared to about 173 million in 2000, which represents an increase of
49 percent. But it remains difficult to determine with reasonable clarity
who is a migrant and who is not. The multiple identities of people on the
move complicate migration statistics and generate controversy.

One of the speakers, Chris Lowenstein-Lom from the International
Organisation of Migration (IOM), presented an overview of migration
scenarios in South Asia to highlight the sheer number of migrants in the
region, both internally and internationally. Many participants questioned
the validity of the figures.

Journalists raised questions about the migration data gathered by the UN
Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA) and IOM. The
figures either contradicted their lived experience (for example, the
number of Indian-origin people living in Pakistan, and vice versa) or
overlooked the historical context of certain migrants (for example those
of Bangladeshi-origin in India).

The IOM representative's insistence on his organisation's goal of "safe,
regular and orderly" movement of people across borders resonated with
other participants. They emphasised that improving data quality is

2/6

https://refugeesmigrants.un.org/migration-compact
https://phys.org/tags/migration/
https://www.dw.com/en/south-asian-media-we-need-to-talk-more-with-refugees-and-not-just-report-about-them/a-48356819
https://www.un.org/en/sections/issues-depth/migration/index.html
https://phys.org/tags/migrant/
https://www.iom.int/
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/
https://phys.org/tags/data+quality/


 

important for achieving safe passage of migrants.

Difficulties with migration data

Concerns about accuracy and clarity of migration statistics were raised
concerning both data collection methods and interpretation. For
example, the ranking of countries by the number of migrants shifts
dramatically with a change in definition.

The highest number of immigrants (over 48 million) live in the United
States, which constitutes 15 percent of the country's population.
However, the highest proportion of immigrants to a population (87
percent) live in the United Arab Emirates, which is only eight million in
number. The highest number of migrants (nearly 16 million) originate
from India, which is only 1.2 percent of the country's population. But the
highest proportion of migrants to a country's population (45.6 percent) is
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, which is only 2 million.

Any statistical generalisation about migrants requires significant
qualification. Political perspectives on who is or is not a bona fide
migrant vary significantly between countries. As a result, the figures
produced to represent certain sections of the migrant population can
become cloudy or even opaque.

For example, many Indian politicians label the Bangla-speaking Muslim
population in northeast India as migrants from Bangladesh. But from the
Bangladeshi perspective, most of these people can hardly be considered
as such because they had lived in their current location since well before
the state of Bangladesh was created in 1971.

Similarly, in the early stage of the 2017 influx of Rohingya people to
Bangladesh, this definitional opacity created confusion about their status.
Were they returnees, refugees or infiltrators? This lack of clarity in legal
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status has the potential to render a vast number of people stateless.

On the other hand, the refugee status of the Afghani people in Pakistan
has been relatively clear to many sides, even though the identity of a
specific individual can still be problematic.

Challenge to report on migration

These differences create a challenge for South Asian journalists to
report accurately on migration issues.

Consider the following figures: According to the UN DESA 2017
estimate, 33.5 million people moved out of five South Asian countries
(Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) while 11.7 million
people lived in these countries as migrants.

The largest number of migrants in South Asia were from neighbouring
countries, such as from Myanmar to Bangladesh (42 percent of the total
2.2 million immigrants in the country), from Afghanistan to Pakistan
(1.4 million out of the total 3.4 million), and from Pakistan and
Bangladesh to India (together, 81 percent of the total 5.2 million
immigrants).

According to this estimate, about 60 percent of the 5.2 million migrants
in India were from Bangladesh. But this estimate was based mainly on
population data produced by India. Bangladeshi officials and experts had
reservations about this figure because, they claimed, the historical
dimension mentioned above had been overlooked in its calculation.

Consequences of data opacity

One can easily imagine the difficulties faced by journalists in busy

4/6

https://odihpn.org/magazine/statelessness-identity-rohingya-refugee-crisis/
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates17.asp
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates17.asp


 

newsrooms with limited resources. They need to report on complex
migration issues and are expected to report them accurately, without a
clear definition about who is and is not a migrant. Would you label
Rohingya people in Bangladesh as "returnees," following the Myanmar
authorities? Or would you use the "infiltrator" description, as
Bangladeshi officials initially identified them?

Some of this confusion may be clarified over time, but others continue
to bug journalists and other commentators. The lack of a clear definition
exists not only in South Asia.

Despite the well-founded criticisms levelled against the UN data on
migration, they remain the most widely used set of figures globally.
Other organisations and mechanisms of data distribution, such as IOM or
the Migration Data Portal also use them.

An important characteristic of the data set is its origin. They are mainly
produced through official population censuses by the respective member
states, using public money. Everyone has a stake in improving the quality
of these data for a better understanding of the complexity of South Asian
and global migration.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: Migration is a growing issue, but it remains a challenge to define who actually is a
migrant (2019, May 21) retrieved 7 August 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2019-05-migration-

5/6

https://www.spiegel.de/international/world/why-global-migration-statistics-do-not-add-up-a-1090736.html
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/index.asp
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/index.asp
https://migrationdataportal.org/
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/docs/MigrationStockDocumentation_2017.pdf
http://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/migration-is-a-growing-issue-but-it-remains-a-challenge-to-define-who-actually-is-a-migrant-114443
https://phys.org/news/2019-05-migration-issue-migrant.html


 

issue-migrant.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

6/6

https://phys.org/news/2019-05-migration-issue-migrant.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

