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Executive
Summary

This report seeks to highlight the crucial place that mobility and migration play in achieving the
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals. Although neither mobility nor migration are
mentioned in any of the 17 goals, their concepts are interwoven throughout their 169 targets.
While the significant benefits of mobility and migration are known to many, the negative impacts of forced migration remain intact.
This report recognises the dualities that exist in this context and seeks to endorse the view
of UN Secretary General Antonio Gutteres that mobility and migration are key drivers of prosperity, economic growth, reduced inequalities and connected societies, all of which are key
elements of the sustainable development goals.
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Mobility, Migration and the
Sustainable Development Goals

The varied, and sometimes conflicting, reasons for global mobility and migration are well
known. According to the United Nations General Assembly’s New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants of 19 September 2016:
“Since earliest times, humanity has been on the move. Some people move in search of new
economic opportunities and horizons. Others move to escape armed conflict, poverty, food
insecurity, persecution, terrorism, or human rights violations and abuses. Still others do so in
response to the adverse effects of climate change, natural disasters (some of which may be
linked to climate change), or other environmental factors. Many move, indeed, for a combination of these reasons.”
While much of the academic and political debate about mobility and migration has, rightly,
focused on the negative aspects of human movement, particularly irregular and/or forced migration, it is crucial to recognize the significant benefits that mobility and migration bring.
According to Louise Arbour, UN Special Representative for International Migration, “migration
is an overwhelmingly positive story”. She notes that;

“The web of interactions between
host communities, migrants and
those locations from which they
travel is one of great economic,
social and cultural richness…
it is important to consider
how migration can facilitate
development and improve
opportunities for all.”

“The web of interactions between host communities, migrants and those locations from
which they travel is one of great economic, social and cultural richness … it is important to
consider how migration can facilitate development and improve opportunities for all.”1
This report seek to focus on the positives of mobility and migration, and consider the impact
of these processes on the great collective challenge of our time, that is the achievement of the
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals.
1 Louise Arbour, UN Special Representative for International Migration, in Foreword to “Migration and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”, Swiss Overseas Development
Institute, September 2018. Available at https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/12422.pdf (Accessed 29 November 2019).
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The Sustainable Development Goals
The Sustainable Development Goals were introduced in 2015 as part of the UN’s Agenda 2030
for Sustainable Development, which was aimed at ending poverty, protecting the planet and
ensuring that all people enjoy peace and prosperity. The SDGs contain 17 primary goals covering poverty; hunger; good health and wellbeing; quality education; gender equality; clean
water and sanitation; affordable and clean energy; decent work and economic growth; industry, innovation and infrastructure; reduced inequalities; sustainable cities and communities;
responsible consumption and production; climate action; life below water; life on land; peace,
justice and strong institutions; partnerships for the goals. In addition, the Agenda includes no
less than 169 targets that are linked to specific goals. While the goals provide the overarching
aims of Agenda 2030, the targets indicate what governments, and others, should be seeking
to do to meet the relevant goals.

Researchers at Utrecht University in The Netherlands and Keio University, Japan, have noted
that the SDGs took the notion of goal setting, as featured in the Millennium Development
Goals, from the realm of mere aspiration into a “novel type of global governance where
goal-setting features as a key governance strategy”.2 According to these researchers such an
approach relies on four, possibly counterintuitive, key factors. These are, first, that the SDGs,
although grounded in international law, are not legally binding. Secondly, that they depend on
weak institutional arrangements at the intergovernmental level. A third reason is identified as
the leeway given to national choices and preferences.3 However, it is the last reason that is of
particular interest to the present discussion. According to Biermann et al, “the new approach

2 Biermann F, Kanie M and Rakhyun K (2017) “Global Governance by Goal-Setting: the novel approach of the UN Sustainable Development Goals” 26 Current Opinion in Environmental
Sustainability 26-31 Available at https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Frank_Biermann/publication/314654074_Global_governance_by_goal-setting_the_novel_approach_of_the_UN_
Sustainable_Development_Goals/links/5a1c37320f7e9bd1be5c5344/Global-governance-by-goal-setting-the-novel-approach-of-the-UN-Sustainable-Development-Goals.pdf.
(Accessed 29 November 2019).
3 Infra.
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of governance through goals works through global inclusion and comprehensiveness of the
global goal-setting process.”4 More fundamentally, “this approach [conceptually] identifies
no country as ‘developed’ in terms of sustainability, and turns all countries in North America,
Europe, East Asia and Oceania into ‘developing countries’ that have to bring forward plans to
transform their societies towards more sustainable development paths.”5
This understanding is important for many reasons. Two are particularly relevant here. First, it
eschews and to some extent rejects, the stale narrative of donor and recipient states. Although
it is undoubtedly the case that developing states have benefited from straightforward donations, and from more complex processes, such as debt relief, it is still the case that donations
do little to address the structural imbalances that are inherent in the international system.
Investment is a far more effective tool but only if done in a sustainable way. Secondly, the approach recognizes that many of the key problems that the SDGs purport to address emanate
from developed, as opposed to developing states. There is little point burdening developing
states with unachievable targets while developed states are allowed merely to tinker at the
edges (See Table 2).

TABLE 2 – THE EXISTENTIAL THREAT TO SMALL ISLAND DEVELOPING STATES
Taking the example of Small Island Developing States, these states face massive threats in the context of climate
change. Contributing considerably less than 1% to the global fossil fuel consumption, they are the first to be hard hit
by the changes in climate but have very limited resources and tools to respond. The leaders of these states, such
as Prime Minister Gaston Browne of Antigua and Barbuda, have been seeking for years to implement programmes
for adaptation and mitigation. Prime Minister Browne presented his country’s ambitious plans to the Paris Climate
Change Conference in November 2015. He was hugely critical of industrialized states, which he called upon: “to
help us fund the measures we have to put in place to adapt to, and mitigate against, the calamitous effects of climate change.” If the SDGs are necessary for all, then they are essential for these states who should be supported
in their endeavours to enhance their relative position through access to concessional financing, climate funding and
inward investment such as through their citizenship by investment programmes.6

4 Infra.
5 Infra.
6 Statement by Honourable Gaston Browne, Prime Minister of Antigua and Barbuda, at the Meeting of Global Heads of Government at the UN Conference on Climate Change in Paris,
France, on 30th November 2015. See https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/cop21cmp11_leaders_event_ant-barb.pdf. (Accessed 29 November 2019).
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Mobility and Migration in the SDGs
The importance of “migrants” to “inclusive growth and sustainable development” was explicitly recognized by the UNGA when introducing Agenda 2030. In spite of that recognition,
neither mobility nor migration features directly in any of the 17 SDGs. Indeed, it is only when
one gets to target 10.7 that migration and mobility are specifically mentioned. Target 10(7)
requires governments to “facilitate orderly, safe, and responsible migration and mobility of
people, including through implementation of planned and well-managed migration policies.”
This target operates in relation to primary Goal 10 which is aimed at “reducing inequality within
and among countries” and is judged by “the number of refugees” both arriving in and leaving
the specific country. Significant steps were made to achieving this target with the passing of
the Global Compact for Migration in December 2018, which commits states to cooperate internationally to facilitate safe, orderly and regular migration.7

TABLE 3. THE TARGETS THAT ENCOMPASS MIGRATION
4.b By 2020, substantially expand globally the number of scholarships available to developing countries in particular
LDCs, SIDS and African countries, for enrolment in higher education, including vocational training and ICT, technical,
engineering and scientific programs in developed countries and other developing countries;
5.2 Eliminate all forms of violence against all women and girls in the public and private spheres, including trafficking
and sexual and other types of exploitation;
8.7 Take immediate and effective measures to eradicate forced labor, end modern slavery and human trafficking
and secure the prohibition and elimination of the worst forms of child labor, including recruitment and use of child
soldiers, and by 2025 end child labor in all its forms;
8.8 Protect labor rights and promote safe and secure working environments for all workers, including migrant
workers, in particular women migrants, and those in precarious employment;
10.7 Facilitate orderly, safe, regular and responsible migration and mobility of people, including through the
implementation of planned and well-managed migration policies;
10.c By 2030, reduce to less than %3 the transaction costs of migrant remittances and eliminate remittance corridors
with costs higher than %5;
16.2 End abuse, exploitation, trafficking and all forms of violence against and torture of children;
17.18 By 2020, enhance capacity building support to developing countries, including for Least Developed Countries
(LCDs) and Small Island Developing States (SIDS), to increase significantly the availability of high-quality, timely and
reliable data disaggregated by income, gender, age, race, ethnicity, migratory status, disability, geographic location
and other characteristics relevant in national contexts.9

7 See https://www.iom.int/global-compact-migration. (Accessed 29 November 2019) It is worth noting that the Compact is explicitly non-binding and has been interpreted by some
states as a mechanism for “tackling uncontrolled migration” and “affirming the sovereign right of all states to control their borders”. See https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-8459. (Accessed 29 November 2019).
8 Arbour, op Cit.
9 UN, 2015 cited in “Migration and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”, Swiss Overseas Development Institute, September 2018. Available at https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.
org.uk/files/resource-documents/12422.pdf. (Accessed 29 November 2019).
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Nevertheless, despite the lack of direct reference, mobility and migration are much more important to the realization of the SDGs than might first appear. As Special Representative Louise
Arbour has put it, “migration will impact the achievement of all goals, and that development
will have an impact on future migration. It is crucial that we understand this interrelationship
if we are to achieve our common goals of promoting safe, orderly and regular migration, and
holistic sustainable development.”8
The work of the Swiss Overseas Development Institute in this area, published in 2018, has
specifically recognized the extensive and pervasive link between migration and the SDG’s.
That work identified several targets that encompass aspects of migration. These are included
in Table 3 below.
Most of these actions are focused on dealing with significant problems associated with the
movement of vulnerable individuals and groups, including most specifically, refugees, internally displaced and stateless persons. In 2017, it was reported by the World Bank Group that
there are 65 million displaced persons, including 21 million refugees. It is likely that these
figures have increased rather than reduced in the two years since the report was published.
The idea of “leaving no one behind” that is at the heart of the 2030 Agenda and of the SDGs
themselves, requires everyone to act in support of those who are forcibly displaced. Not to
do so would threaten the entire SDG project.
Leisha Beardmore UN Sustainable Development and Climate Adviser noted in 2016 that
“forced migration, whether induced by climate change, disasters or violence, carries huge
implications for the delivery of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)”10. She continued:
“The UN Secretary-General made this clear in his Synthesis Report on the Post-2015 Agenda, which stated that the new framework “must not exclude migrants, refugees, displaced
persons, or persons affected by conflict and occupation”. If states are serious in their commitment to “leave no one behind” and to a rights-based approach to development, then
special attention must be given immediately to the millions of refugees and migrants at risk
of losing out.” 11

“Mobility and migration, the
incredibly positive impact these
processes have had on humanity
as a whole, and their potential
future impact, should not be
forgotten. In particular, mobility
and migration ought not to be
seen as a development problem
but rather as an opportunity to be
seized upon and strengthened.”

Nevertheless, while acknowledging some of the problems associated with mobility and migration, the incredibly positive impact these processes have had on humanity as a whole,
and their potential future impact, should not be forgotten. In particular, mobility and migration
ought not to be seen as a development problem but rather as an opportunity to be seized
upon and strengthened. In relation to the achieving of the SDGs, they should regarded as “a
mechanism or a strategy that can contribute to the achievement of many of the goals.” As
Foresti and Hagan-Zanker make clear:
“Migration is one of the defining features of the 21st century. It contributes significantly to all
aspects of economic and social development everywhere, and as such will be key to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. … To do this, governments and other actors need to
identify the multiple linkages between migration and different goals and targets …” 12

10 Beardmore L. (2016) “Displacement and Development” SDGs Transforming our World. UNA-UK. Available at https://www.sustainablegoals.org.uk/displacement-and-development/.
(Accessed 29 November 2019).
11 Infra.
12 Foresti M and Hagan-Zanker J in Swiss Overseas Development Institute, op cit.
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Mobility and Migration as Mechanisms for
Achieving the Sustainable Development Goals

It is a truism that humanity exists within the context of complete interconnectedness, and that global challenges are not defined by borders,
regions or nationalities. It would be difficult to imagine humanity existing without the ability to move around the world, to experience new
challenges, and to live in new and challenging locations. Ultimately, mobility and migration can do nothing but benefit humanity. As the UN
Secretary General, Antonio Guterres, has recently put it: “Migration can benefit the world”.13 Migration is, according to Gutteres, “a driver of
prosperity” that “powers economic growth, reduces inequalities and connects diverse societies”. He asserts that rather than seeking to block
mobility and migration, states should put in place more legal pathways for migration, and should work together to support vulnerable migrants.
But the future of the world is not just the responsibility of states. One leading sustainable development academic has put it:
“Sustainable development as a principled political discourse is not something that States can themselves fully constrain. Its scope, meaning
and implications are only partially the result of State deliberation. States must recognize that what they have created is not theirs alone; the
ownership of sustainable development is not exclusive, but has become democratized, by other international actors, including global institutions such as the United Nations and the World Bank, international courts and tribunals, and regional organizations, such as the European
Union, and signiﬁcantly, many aspects of civil society.”14
Those of us who regard ourselves as global citizens and are fortunate enough to move freely
around the world have a personal responsibility to be aware of our personal impact on climate
change, particularly in relation to transport and the damage certain modes of transport can
do, and to seek to minimize the impact of their own behaviours on the planet and its sub-systems. More generally however global citizens are huge influencers economically, politically
and socially. As a result, they should seek, wherever possible, to promote the sustainable
development goals by supporting the development of quality education, by speaking up for
the rights of women and children in countries where equality is not recognized, by contributing
through their own work, and through investment, to the reduction of poverty and reducing
hunger and to the development of decent work and economic growth, of improved industry,
innovation and infrastructure and of sustainable cities, as well as to the strengthening of global institutions.

“Global citizens are huge
influencers economically,
politically and socially. As
a result, they should seek,
By engaging in these ways, and by seeking to take care of the vulnerable and the left behind,
mobility and migration can truly become significant driving forces behind the achievement of wherever possible, to promote the
the Sustainable Development Goals as well as future global survival and prosperity.
sustainable development goals”
13 Gutteres, A. “Migration can benefit the world. This is how we at the UN plan to help”. The Guardian, 11 January 2018.8 Arbour, op Cit.
14 French, D (2009) “Global Justice and the (Ir)relevance of Indeterminacy” 8 Chinese Journal of International Law 593, at 596-7.
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“By seeking to take care of the vulnerable and the left
behind, mobility and migration can truly become
significant driving forces behind the achievement of
the Sustainable Development Goals as well as future
global survival and prosperity.”
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The Global Citizen Forum® is a Canadian non-profit organization driven by a global community
of leaders and catalyzers unlocking the potential of global citizenship for the generations to
come. The GCF movement is built on a social action platform supported by five adaptive pillars
— governance, technology, mobility, sustainability and culture — which are used to bridge
dialogue and action.
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