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CAN DEVELOPMENT CO-OPERATION HELP REDUCE 
INTERNATIONAL LABOUR MIGRATION?
When asked what is to be done about the “refugee crisis”, almost every politician will argue that development co-operation 
has to do more towards improving the situation in the regions of origin. And indeed, billions of euros are being allocated 
to the task of “Fluchtursachenbekämpfung”, i.e. combating the root causes of migration. Can development co-operation 
in general and rural development interventions in particular fulfil this expectation, and if so, how?

By Theo Rauch

Fluchtursachenbekämpfung is a controversial 
topic. Opposition parties argue that gov-

ernments refer to the causes of migration to 
detract attention from their failure to manage 
the refugee crisis. Critics of development co-
operation ask why so many people are still try-
ing to find a future for themselves outside their 
home areas. Supporters of migration fear that 
Official Development Assistance (ODA) could 
be misused for building walls against migrants. 
Migration researchers object that more effec-
tive efforts to reduce poverty will even stimu-
late international migration as the very poor 
cannot afford to migrate. Some development 
co-operation practitioners fear that reorienting 
aid towards migration policy aims will just end 
up as another re-labelling exercise.

So, the question this article explores is wheth-
er and by what means development co-opera-
tion can mitigate the causes of migration. The 
focus here is on labour migration, rather than 
refugees, acknowledging that it is not always 
possible to clearly separate one from the other. 
Another focus is on interventions addressing 
the situation in regions of origin, rather than 
on those aiming at better migration manage-
ment. And lastly, there is a certain focus on 
sub-Saharan Africa, as it is our neighbour con-
tinent that most of the funds are supposed to 
go to. 

WHAT INFLUENCES LABOUR 
MIGRATION?

Migration theory tends to explain migration 
streams by distinguishing between push fac-
tors (conditions in the region of origin), pull 
factors (conditions in the region of destina-
tion) and migration costs. Although some-
what simplistic (see Figure on the right), this 
model can help structure the analysis of influ-
encing factors. While Fluchtursachenbekämp-
fung relates to the push factors, migration costs 
also tend to play a role. Push factors for labour 
migration can be analysed from a macro- and a 
micro-perspective.

The push factors: jobless growth, … 

A macro-economic analysis of global labour 
markets indicates that the phenomenon of 
“job-less growth”, well-known to most coun-
tries in the Global South, tends to foster mi-
gration in search of job opportunities. While 
economic globalisation has stimulated interna-
tional trade and economic growth rates, it has 
failed to increase global employment, as it has 
been accompanied by labour-replacing tech-
nological progress. New jobs created by eco-
nomic growth are matched by the destruction 
of jobs through automation. While this is a 
world-wide phenomenon, the impacts on dif-
ferent regions differ greatly. Less competitive 
regions are the losers. In sub-Saharan Africa, 
an additional 15 million young people reach 
working age each year, set against two mil-
lion additional jobs. This mismatch has been 
observed even in periods of high economic 
growth rates of five to ten per cent per annum. 
The global nature of the mechanisms causing 
unemployment indicates that there are limita-
tions for development co-operation when it 
comes to addressing the root causes of labour 
migration.

Looking at the micro-perspective, we see a 
corresponding picture. The majority of Afri-
can families are securing their living through 
migration. More than 50 per cent of rural 
households and around 70 per cent of urban 
residents in sub-Saharan Africa are part of 
translocal livelihood systems, according to a 
recent analysis of a wide range of case stud-
ies by Malte Steinbrink and Hannah Nieden-

führ. For approximately 50 million rural-based 
African households, migration of at least one 
member, mostly young men, has become an 
economic necessity, as neither rural income 
sources in the home region nor incomes in 
the areas of destination can ensure a secure and 
decent living. So migration of young people 
is not merely an individual decision indicat-
ing a preference for an urban lifestyle. Rather, 
it forms a well-established part of rural-urban 
livelihood systems. Most of the migrants are 
temporary migrants, who maintain social, cul-
tural and economic links to their home areas 
(see the article by Einhard Schmidt-Kallert in 
Rural 21 02/2016). Some migrate on a sea-
sonal basis, some return once a year for fes-
tive seasons, some are circular migrants, and 
others migrate for a certain period of their 
lifecycle, intending to return after they have 
saved enough money to get married and estab-
lish a farmstead. Where migration has become 
a deeply rooted part of risk minimising live-
lihood systems, it will not be easy for devel-
opment co-operation to provide sufficiently 
attractive alternatives.

… population growth, …

Where too many young people are entering 
the labour market compared to available job 
opportunities, population growth cannot be 
ignored as a push factor. Indeed, sub-Saha-
ran Africa still has a population growth rate 
of 2.5 per cent per year – far above that of 
other world regions. This figure, however, 
needs to be assessed in relation to the low pop-
ulation density of 45 people per sq. km (Ger-
many: 230), which still leaves wide regions 
with underutilised resource potentials, but also 
with long distances to be overcome and cor-
respondingly high costs for infrastructure de-
velopment. The major obstacle to successfully 
addressing the high population growth rate 
within a short period is the underlying ratio-
nale of “demographic transition”, according to 
which a reduction in the fertility rate tends to 
follow a reduction in the mortality rate with 
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a time lag of roughly one generation. This 
means that people are generally only prepared 
to reduce the number of children they have 
by means of birth control after they have seen 
for themselves that most of the children being 
born survive. Africa has only achieved a signif-
icant reduction in the mortality rate during the 
last decade (after a sharp interruption caused 
by HIV/ Aids in the 1990s). So, the reduction 
in fertility rates has started just recently. While 
family planning support can help speed up this 
process, there will be a delay until birth rates 
are affected due to the increasing number of 
women in the birth-giving age group. Thus, 
the scope for reducing migration via popula-
tion policies is severely limited as well.

… environmental conditions

Another push factor is deteriorating environ-
mental conditions such as climate change, soil 
deterioration or increasing water scarcity. In 
Africa’s Sahel region, for instance, migration 
has become a widespread response to droughts 
and food crises. While environmental migra-
tion is frequently emphasised in support of 
climate policy, research results indicate that 
environmental push factors are usually only 
one among a whole set including agricultural 
markets or increasing scarcity of land. While 
effective climate change mitigation and adap-
tation policies are crucial to reducing migra-
tion pressure in the long run, their short-term 
impact on migration is limited.

Looking at these push factors in context, we 
can conclude that while development co-op-
eration does relate to all of them, it clearly can-
not easily influence most of them in the short 
run.

Role of migration costs reflected by 
migration cascade

Migration costs are an impeding factor in par-
ticular for long-distance international migra-
tion. There appears to be a clear correlation 
between the income levels of households and 
the distance of migration. In Nepal, for ex-
ample, the poorest in a village look for jobs 
in rural areas, the less poor can afford to mi-
grate to Kathmandu, the middle strata tend to 
establish migration networks to Indian desti-
nations, while only migrants from the more 
well-to-do farm households manage to find 
jobs in the Arab Gulf states. So, the jobs on 
the construction sites in Qatar, considered 
terrible from our human rights perspective, 
are among the most attractive destinations for 

Nepali villagers. Such migration barriers only 
allow the comparatively better-off people to 
get to Europe. That is why some experts warn 
that more successful efforts towards poverty 
reduction might enable more people to ven-
ture on the costly journey to Europe – pover-
ty reduction as a springboard for international 
migration.

This argument does not stand the test of a 
more in-depth analysis, however. In fact, mi-
gration often takes place in stages. Poor people 
from rural regions migrate to regional urban 
centres; people who have accumulated a bit of 
income and experience there may move on to 
big agglomerations. More advanced migrants 
from those cities may be able to afford the 
step to more prosperous countries, if compe-
tition from the new arrivals in urban labour 
markets or in informal service sectors becomes 
too stiff. Accordingly, there is an internation-
al hierarchy of destinations within the African 
migration pattern. While people from Burkina 
Faso may go to Ghana, Ghanaians tend to go 
to Nigeria, and Nigerians seek their fortune in 
South Africa or in Europe. So migration pres-
sure from poor rural regions is passed on to 
better-off people in urban centres who have 
the capacity to migrate overseas. We can call 
this a migration cascade (see Figure). The re-
sulting message for development policies is 
that by reducing the migration pressure at all 
levels, poverty reduction in the rural regions of 
origin can help reduce international migration.

WHAT HAS DEVELOPMENT CO-
OPERATION CONTRIBUTED SO FAR? 

First, we have to acknowledge that there is 
little statistical evidence for the impact of de-
velopment co-operation interventions on 
migration. It is obvious that out-migration 
from rural areas has increased. But it is hard 
to say whether this is despite successful rural 

development efforts or due to neglect of rural 
areas during the past two decades or is even 
a result of rural interventions. The phenom-
enon of translocal rural-urban livelihoods is 
known from dynamic and from marginal ru-
ral regions. Ongoing efforts towards placing 
“jobs, jobs, jobs” at the top of the agenda of 
development co-operation with Africa indi-
cate that past efforts were too limited or not 
very successful. The major achievements in 
reducing income poverty during the last five 
decades were made in countries like China and 
South Korea. They were based on macro-eco-
nomic policies with minimum contribution 
from international development co-operation. 
Trade policies played a major role in the ini-
tial phases. Examples from Zambia and Nepal 
may indicate the potentials and limitations of 
rural development programmes in reducing 
out-migration from rural regions. In Zambia, 
significant donor-supported efforts were made 
towards rural development during the 1980s, 
with the aim of explicitly reducing out-mi-
gration in support of the Government’s “go 

back to the land” campaign. These efforts 
were followed by a clear trend of remigra-
tion to rural regions, which also resulted from 
a change in terms of trade between agricul-
tural versus industrial products, i.e. a marked 
increase in producer and consumer prices for 
agricultural products. While trade policies 
provided necessary incentives for returning to 
the land, development programmes provided 
the opportunities and capabilities. In Nepalese 
hill areas, such programmes helped strengthen 
translocal livelihood systems by improving the 
income basis of migrants’ wives through pro-
moting horticulture rather than by seeking to 
offer local opportunities to the migrating men. 
This was a reflection of the limited natural re-
source potentials and high land pressure. The 
examples show that rural development inter-
ventions can improve income opportunities if 
accompanied by favourable market conditions 
for rural products. In doing so, they can reduce 
migration pressure among the rural poor but 
are unable to replace income from migration.

Taking the limitations of global labour markets 
and the phenomenon of “job-less growth” in 
Africa – in association with limited and mostly 
marginal income opportunities in non-agri-
cultural sectors – into account, development 
co-operation needs to be aimed at reducing 

Rural development can reduce 
migration pressure. But only 

to a limited extent.
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migration pressures in rural and in urban re-
gions. It has to focus on creating jobs and in-
come opportunities, both for the youth and 
for all other job seekers. Broad-based, inclu-
sive income generation is the key towards mit-
igating migration pressure. What can be done 
to contribute to that goal under the prevailing 
economic environment in African countries?

As development policies not only have the po-
tential to reduce but also run the risk of inten-
sifying migration pressure, the first set of rec-
ommendations follows the principles of doing 
no harm and leaving no one behind. Interven-
tions need to avoid destroying jobs and income 
opportunities by avoiding labour-saving forms 
of technical progress. They have to avoid dis-
placement of small-scale farmers or herders by 
large-scale land investors. They should avoid 
supporting the setting of inappropriate prod-
uct-related standards that tend to exclude re-
source poor producers. They should not be 
guided by rural transformation models follow-
ing the principle “grow or give way”. 

TEN RULES FOR MIGRATION 
SENSITIVE INTERVENTIONS

Doing no harm is not enough, however. So 
what else needs to be done to promote in-
clusive job and income promotion taking the 
adverse competitive conditions of sub-Saharan 
countries into account? Ten rules have to be 
considered. First and foremost, jobs are only 
created by those investments that generate a 
positive net employment effect. Many private 
investments tend to destroy more jobs or in-
come opportunities than they create. Invest-
ment promotion therefore needs to focus on 
new, innovative economic activities which re-
place imports or add processing steps to value 
chains rather than on replacing existing local 
activities. Second, economic opportunities 
have to be analysed with regard to the com-
petitive environment. There are usually pro-
poor, i.e. labour-intensive opportunities with 
a good chance of becoming competitive, al-
though some effort may be required to iden-
tify them via a proper analysis of markets and 

local resources. Third, this calls for a thorough 
analysis of the – often underestimated – po-
tentials of the poor in order to maximise their 
inclusion in the labour and commodity mar-
kets. Fourth, small-scale producers need to be 
organised in socially inclusive producer organ-
isations to qualify for joint access to services 
and markets – a prerequisite for their access 
to income opportunities. Fifth, the promo-
tion of appropriate technologies has to follow 
the guideline “as labour-intensive as possible 
while as efficient as necessary”. Any promo-
tion of “technical progress” per se will intensi-
fy migration pressure. On the other hand, pro-
ductivity often needs to be increased in order 
to overcome labour bottlenecks or to become 
competitive. A tractor can replace 20 labourers 
in one case or help create 20 jobs in another. At 
any rate, the employment effect of technologi-
cal change needs to be given the utmost atten-
tion. Sixth, trade policies need to be adjusted 
in order to protect promising labour-intensive 
trades. Seventh, land reforms have to ensure 
that poorer smallholders cannot be impelled to 
sell their land in the event of an emergency. 
Eighth, socially inclusive promotion of nat-
ural resource management – including soil re-
habilitation and climate change adaptation – is 
essential to prevent environmental migration. 
Ninth, labour-intensive public work schemes 
for establishing and maintaining infrastructure 
should be promoted. This can help to improve 
seasonal job opportunities on a broad scale in 
the short run. Last but not least, skills de-
velopment should focus on fields related to 
existing income opportunities. Training in 
other areas will stimulate rather than reduce 
migration.

We can conclude that rural development ef-
forts can contribute to Fluchtursachenbekämp-
fung if oriented towards creating a positive 
net-employment effect within and outside 
agriculture and if accompanied by targeted 
trade policy adjustments. Such rural develop-
ment contributions are necessary but will most 
likely not create sufficient jobs. This can only 
be achieved in a different global and national 
macro-policy environment.
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The jobs on the construction sites in Qatar are among the 
most attractive destinations for migrant workers. Photo: Michael Zunstein/VU/laif


