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Bangladesh 
Statement by

H.E. Dr. Toufiq Ali,
Ambassador of Bangladesh to the UN Offices in Geneva,

at the Second Committee of the UN,

on

Agenda Item 55(b): International Migration & Development
Madam Chair,


The increasing movement of people across political borders into other countries for work is one of the most profound changes of today’s process of globalization.  Unfortunately, many would like to treat this as part of the age-old process of migration.  In fact, the UN Secretary General, in his address to the High Level Dialogue on International Migration and Development on 14th September 2006, began his statement thus: “Migration is the courageous expression of an individual’s will to overcome adversity and live a better life.”  This is only part of the story.

It would be unfair to characterize all movements across political boundaries as migration.  It would be incorrect, as we would ignore the fundamental changes taking place in a globalizing world, where the basic economic forces of demand and supply govern many of our activities.  The fact is, the overwhelming majority of people going from one country to another for work are not migrants as we used to know them.  These are people who go from one country to another for short, limited periods in response to real or perceived demand for work in the destination countries.  Unless we are able to create a distinction between the real migrants and the short-term movements of labour, our analysis will be wrong.  And, so also will be our prescription.

Madam Chair,


In Bangladesh, our interest lies in the short-term movement of people for work.  We describe it as Overseas Employment; in fact, we have a Ministry dealing with this subject.  We wish migrants the best of luck in their newly adopted countries.  However, our interest lies in the large group going overseas for short-term employment.  

With improved organization, it has now become possible for larger numbers to go abroad and return home on completion of their term of overseas employment.  In recent years, upward of two hundred and fifty thousand people are going abroad on contractual work annually.  They represent over ten percent of the annual addition to the domestic work force.  Their remittances back home amount to about four and half billion dollars annually, roughly a third of the total earning from the export of goods and services.  

Upon return from overseas employment, these individuals become “an engine of growth”.  Many of them have acquired technology, capital, and management expertise to become entrepreneurs.  Once people become enthusiastic about investing in their own country, they can help transform the economy.  This, in a nutshell, is our approach to overseas employment.

Madam Chair,


If we expect the process of globalization to be strengthened in the years ahead, there are a number of factors that will increase the movement of people.  For example, demographic changes in the OECD countries have dramatically increased the burden on the younger groups.  Furthermore, maintaining the standard of living or running industries profitably requires larger and larger workforces, either as labourers or as factory workers.  


Last year, it is estimated that almost two hundred million people moved from one country to another for work, sending back little less than two hundred fifty billion dollars.  By any measure, this is a stupendous figure, dwarfing the bilateral development assistance that is offered to developing countries.  


If the world economy continues to grow, and particularly if the economies of the advanced developing countries expand rapidly, the demand for expatriate labour will only increase.  Given that most labour-sending countries are themselves quite successful in their population planning programmes, we may expect to see, within a couple of decades, an unusual scenario of demand chasing scarce supply.  

Madam Chair,


Many researchers and organizations are actively engaged in the task of examining the problem, from both the short- and long-term perspectives.  The benefits from short-term movement are immense.  It has been estimated that opening up just three percent of the OECD labour force to short-term, less-skilled workers from abroad will create economic gains amounting to between one hundred fifty to three hundred billion dollars annually.  This gain will accrue to both the receiving as well as to the sending states.  

We know the potential gains are enormous, and that there are strong economic arguments to move ahead.  We are also aware of the political and nationalistic undertones surrounding this issue.  


Part of the problem in serious analysis lies in the lack of clarity, and prejudices.  For instance, the Global Commission on International Migration submitted a Report last year.  The Commission’s report lost much of its value as they failed to deal with the reality – movement of people is no longer just a North-South issue; South-South movements have become much more important.  Many other initiatives failed to distinguish between “permanent” migration from short-term movement.  Some concentrated on the immediate problems of trafficking and human rights abuses.  

While each and every serious study contributes to our understanding of the subject, we need concerted and coherent approaches to dealing with this subject.

Madam Chair,


There a number of important initiatives that can be taken by the international community, under the leadership of the United Nations.  Let me make a few suggestions:


First, we must make a distinction between migration, which is more permanent in nature, and short-term overseas employment.  Without such a distinction, we may make serious errors in any policy prescription.


Second, the interest of the sending and receiving states lies more with short-term overseas employment.  In fact, very quietly, many developed and developing countries have created elaborate structures, under bilateral agreements, for meeting the short-term demand for labour.  We must find a more transparent, inclusive and structured approach.


Third, we must bring the private sector into the debate.  It is the private sector in the receiving countries that demands labour, and it is the private sector in the sending country that responds to the demand.  Of course, we must ensure that the Governments in both countries supervise the process.


Fourth, we must recognize that a number of international organizations are already involved in this process.  For instance, the WTO is looking at multilateral approaches to the movement of natural persons, under Mode 4 of the GATS.  The UNCTAD is already seized with the subject, as is the DESA at New York.  The OECD is, as may be expected, far ahead in its study of this issue.  The IOM is in a position to make important contributions.  There are others involved.  We recognize that all have important contributions to make.  We should encourage all of them, but also develop a mechanism for dialogue.  The idea of a global forum may be considered, so long as we are clear on the methods and objectives.


Finally, the earlier we recognize the growing importance of this subject, the better we will be at managing the process and in preventing abuses.  We must be leaders in this process, and not the followers.  It is also vital that our process of consultation on this topic produces tangible results that all can see.


I thank you.
