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Opening
Vienna Migration Conference 2018 

ICMPD celebrated two anniversaries in 2018. There was the anniversary of the third 
edition of the Vienna Migration Conference but also the 25th anniversary of ICMPD. 
Director General Michael Spindelegger opened the conference with a short account 
of the history of the organisation. Twenty-five years ago, Austria and Switzerland 
had called into life a small organisation for advising governments on migration. The 
fall of the Iron Curtain had marked a turning point in history, in a few months’ time 
the world became a different place. The end of the East-West conflict started a new 
era in global politics, but also marked a new era in the field of migration. Europe 
and the world experienced new opportunities and saw new challenges. Many of 
them were addressed successfully, some of them remain on the agenda today. Two 
and a half decades later the small expert organisation has developed into a main 
player in the migration policy field. Today, ICMPD has seventeen Member States and 
hopes to welcome more in the future. More than 300 ICMPD colleagues work at the 
organisation’s headquarters in Vienna, in the Brussels Mission and in the regional 
and local offices in many parts of the world. Thus, ICMPD has abided by one funda-
mental principle since its early days. ICMPD does not intend to work on its own or 
for itself, it always wants to work with and for its friends and partners. The Vienna 
Migration Conference plays a key role in this respect. It is the annual event where 
ICMPD together with a broad number of guests from politics, research, civil society, 
international organisations and the media takes stock of the progress that has been 
achieved during the past year. But it is also an event which allows for an honest and 
open discussion on areas in which progress was not as good as it should have been. 
When looking at migration and asylum statistics, one can argue that the situation 
in Europe has relaxed in 2018 in comparison to previous years. Director General 
Spindelegger pointed out that this should not lead to the conclusion that the crisis 
is over. He noted that many important steps have been taken, but Europe and its 
partners still face major challenges they need to address. 

The main purpose of the 2018 VMC was to discuss the progress that has been made 
in terms of the overall debate on new migration governance but also in terms of 
concrete policies, measures and attempts to better cooperate at international level. 
Thus, the theme of the conference “From Crisis Management to Future Governance” 
was not chosen to imply a linear process from a challenging present to a bright new 
future. The conference theme intended to emphasise the need for addressing and 
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We have seen a lot of progress in migration governance in 
recent years. We should see this as a confirmation that better 
migration policy is possible. But we should also see it as a 
reminder of the important things and the difficult things we 
still have to do.

Michael Spindelegger
Director General
International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD)



OPENING

integrating a number of aspects in one and the same process, aspects that have to 
complement and reinforce each other: crisis resilience, long-term vision, deepening 
of international cooperation, strengthened institutions and renewed trust from a 
highly critical public. In view of this, Director General Spindelegger underlined that 
the path from crisis management to future migration governance will continue to  
be complex and demanding. A solid foundation has been laid in Europe and abroad 
and recent years have shown that positive developments are possible that would 
have been deemed impossible a few years ago. This holds true for the degree of 
political investment at the highest levels, the intensity and variety of new forms 
of cooperation and last but not least the resources available to support all related 
activities. But even in a favourable account, one has to admit that this process is in 
its early stages and all partners will have to do their best to keep it safe from the 
risk of derailment.

Against this background, the 2018 VMC aimed at discussing and answering the fol-
lowing questions. In terms of crisis management and future migration governance, 
have Europe and the international community achieved real progress and if so, in 
which areas? Where have they failed to achieve progress and why? Have the many 
initiatives and concepts at national, regional and global levels started to give an 
impression of what form new migration governance could take? Will it be possible  
to overcome the political differences that have surfaced in the process? Is the  
rift between a national and an international stance on the issues of migration and  
protection closing or widening? How can future migration governance find the  
acceptance of political audiences and how can it communicate more persuasive  
messages to gain their support? And finally – what concrete steps should be taken 
next, both with a view to short-term and long-term migration policy objectives? 

In his opening remarks Lukas Gehrke, Director for Policy, Research and Strategy  
at ICMPD, recalled that from its beginnings the Vienna Migration Conference has 
looked at the various aspects of an emerging foreign migration policy framework 
in Europe and beyond. The aim of the 2018 VMC was to take these discussions one 
step further. It should ask how Europe can overcome the crisis mode and together 
with its partners put in place a governance framework that aims beyond just man-
aging symptoms to addressing the causes of migration as well. This intention also 
explains the thematic focus of the VMC on refugee protection, labour migration and 
skills. Individually these topics represent some of the most complex areas of migra-
tion, both in their regulatory dimensions and in terms of international cooperation. 
Usually they are not discussed together. There is a well-established architecture 
that for good reasons distinguishes between refugees and migrants even though 
the issues are closely linked. Europe has always had to deal with mixed flows and 
continues to do so. Today, after some three years of hectic crisis management the 
number of arrivals in Europe has gone down to pre-crisis levels. One could conclude 
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We must not only manage the symptoms of the crisis but put 
in place a governance framework that aims higher, one that 
focuses not only on the symptoms but is informed by a thorough 
understanding of global migration, its drivers and its dynamics.

Lukas Gehrke
Director, Policy, Research and Strategy, ICMPD

OPENING



OPENING

that the crisis has been resolved. However, there is a risk of reducing the efforts 
required to fundamentally reform and modernise the European and global migra-
tion governance systems. More importantly, the underlining reasons, the drivers 
of migration and migration pressures remain unchanged. In the EU the common 
migration and asylum architecture is still under construction and the political divide 
has even widened. The core issue of responsibility-sharing and solidarity remains 
unsolved. The moral, ethical and legal dilemma of rescuing migrants at sea and 
the ensuing disembarkation on EU territory is not yet adequately addressed. Thus, 
the refugee and protection crises have constant media coverage. The effects of 
dysfunctional legal migration systems are more hidden. In the long run, however, 
they erode the legitimacy and the credibility of the system just as much. The global 
economic and geographic disparities produce labour force demand and supply and 
create opportunities for migrants whether legal or not. Europe needs a reinforced 
discussion on whether more pathways for labour migration should be created or 
not and on the extent to which labour migration can address the skills gaps that are 
reported from a growing number of European employment sectors. In the interna-
tional context, demands for better access to labour markets are often coupled with 
demands for more effective cooperation on return and readmission. Both sets of 
demands represent well-known stumbling blocks of closer partnership between 
countries of origin and countries of destination. Making progress in the area of 
labour migration will not only yield economic gains but represents a fundamental 
political step in jointly managing and controlling migration flows and in building a 
more sustainable migration governance system. 

The European project has come under a lot of pressure in recent years. Among all 
political decision-makers, Gernot Blümel, Federal Minister within the Austrian  
Federal Chancellery for the EU, Arts, Culture and Media, stressed at the beginning  
of his remarks that there is unanimous agreement that the topic of migration is  
crucial for both the current situation and the future of Europe. The migration crisis  
has shown that the European Union and European leaders have, to a certain extent,  
lost touch with the public. This alienation is not exclusively driven by migration; it  
started well before the migration crisis. One part of the explanation is that espe-
cially for the younger generations, the European Union has become something 
they take for granted and do not value that much anymore. The other part of the 
explanation is that Europe is seen by too many as a project of the elites and not 
a project of the people. Recent polls show that European citizens have two major 
concerns. One is the fear of losing prosperity and wealth and the other is the fear 
of uncontrollable migration flows. In order to save the European project, Minister 
Blümel stated, Europe and its leaders must focus on solving those two issues first 
and foremost, as challenging as this might be. People want the European Union  
to solve the big issues and if the European Union is not capable of doing so, people  
will not trust it anymore and will not believe in it anymore. This is also the reason  
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I am very much convinced that people want the European 
Union to solve the big issues. And if the European Union is 
not capable of doing that, people won’t trust it and won’t 
believe in it anymore.

Gernot Blümel
Federal Minister, Federal Chancellery for the EU,  
Arts, Culture and Media, Austria



OPENING

why Austria chose the slogan “a Europe that protects” for its Presidency of the 
European Union. This protection comes in three forms: first, providing security and 
protection against illegal migration; second, protecting prosperity and wealth by 
deepening the Common Single Market also in digital terms; third, securing stabil-
ity in the neighbourhood of the European Union, which implies a clear accession 
perspective for the Western Balkans States. When it comes to migration, the first 
priority has to be protection against illegal migration. This is one of the big points.  
If Europe wants to remain without border controls on the inside, it has to focus on 
external borders. The second important point is to destroy the business model of 
migrant smugglers, who are a major factor in the current migration situation. The 
third important point is that Europe has to focus on solutions in cooperation with 
third countries. There will be no sustainable solution without cooperation with  
countries of origin. To this end, Minister Blümel concluded, Austria will organise an 
EU – Africa Forum in December 2018, where European and African Heads of States 
and the EU institutions will focus on the question of how to strengthen economic  
ties and how to sustainably improve the situation in countries of origin. 

In her keynote Federica Mogherini, High Representative of the European Union for 
Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and Vice-President of the Commission, stressed 
that the theme of the 2018 VMC “From Crisis Management to Future Governance” 
perfectly describes the work the European Union has been doing in recent years. 
This work is based on the belief that migration can be governed in a humane and 
sustainable way for both those who are on the move and those who welcome. 
This principal idea was also the basis for establishing the International Centre for 
Migration Policy Development 25 years ago, the idea that migration can be a win 
– win but that it must be managed together through international cooperation and 
in partnership. High Representative Mogherini recalled the common work that the 
European Union has done together with ICMPD, such as the cooperation that had 
started in Valetta three years ago. It marked the first time Europe and Africa agreed 
that they had a shared interest to work together on migration. Today it can be shown 
with concrete results that cooperation across borders and across continents is the 
best way forward. The new partnership among the European Union, the African 
Union and the United Nations has managed to free over 30,000 migrants from the 
detention centres in Libya and to allow them to return back home with support to 
start a new life. Almost 2,000 of them who were eligible for international protection 
have found refuge in Europe or other world regions. It is a whole new mentality, 
North and South, East and West, people on the move and host communities togeth-
er, putting people at the centre of all action. The same mentality is also reflected 
in the global compacts for refugees and migrants. Thus, all actors have to keep in 
mind that success in migration governance is measured not by words but by action. 
The real testing ground of the global compacts will be their implementation. It will 
require the broadest coalition to build solutions that protect everyone’s rights, the 
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ones of migrants and refugees but also the ones of host communities, solutions that 
also close the space for human traffickers and that broaden opportunities for safe 
and regular mobility. ICMPD was born in an era when walls were falling, High Repre-
sentative Mogherini concluded, stressing that it can still be shown today that walls 
are not the answer to the migration challenge and that partnership is the answer and 
the only way forward.
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Federica Mogherini
High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy/Vice-President of the Commission

We will need the broadest coalition to build solutions to 
protect everyone’s rights, from migrants and refugees, as 
well as for the host communities, solutions that close the 
space for human traffickers and broaden the opportunities 
for safe and regular mobility.
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The first panel gathered high-level political decision-makers from Europe, non-Eu-
ropean partners and international organisations. It took stock of last year’s develop-
ments at the European and global levels and between Europe and its main non-Euro-
pean partners by asking where the international community stands today on its way 
from crisis management to future migration governance.

Mark Harbers, Minister for Migration in the Netherlands, opened the panel by put- 
ting migration in the perspective of a wider set of challenges, most importantly demo-
graphic and economic imbalances that are part of the circumstances leading to the 
current European and global migration patterns. Thus, moving from crisis manage-
ment to future governance will be not a clear and linear affair, there is quite a distance 
and depth to overcome. Europe is not in a crisis of numbers anymore but in a situation 
where it still has not found a common sustainable and crisis-resilient answer for the 
decades ahead. Migration governance should create a situation where politics domes-
ticates management and prevents crises from happening. Governance needs migration 
to get politicised in conjunction with demography, economic imbalances, and demo-
cratic values and principles. Thus far, the EU is still not moving fast and far enough 
towards finding structural solutions. The Common European Asylum System is locked 
in by political disagreement and EU Member States have lost the balance between 
responsibility and solidarity. The lack of structural approach to disembarkation in the 
Mediterranean results in an atmosphere of continuous crisis and reduces the willing-
ness to find proper solutions. The Member States around the Mediterranean deserve 
more support from the rest of the EU, the problem of secondary movements needs to 
be solved, and in the area of return the tendency of EU Member States to act bilaterally 
with countries of origin has to be overcome. What should be done to address these 
shortcomings? Minister Habers called for focusing on a comprehensive approach. In 
terms of its internal dimension the main priority is to harmonise the European Asylum 
System. It should be crisis-resilient and should prevent secondary movements and 
“asylum shopping”. Europe needs to strengthen the external borders and seriously co-
operate with non-EU neighbours, with all countries of transit and origin based on real 
partnership, bearing in mind all the questions that these countries have and that they 
and Europe might perhaps be able to solve together. 

Due to its history, Portugal considers itself a country of migration. The Portuguese 
society perceives migration as something historically natural that it should live with 
and that it should anticipate and prepare for. Eduardo Cabrita, Minister for Internal 
Administration in Portugal sees a strong consensus in the Portuguese society that in 
the near future, say in the next ten years, Portugal will need migrants to develop the 
country, students for its universities, skilled people in certain technological areas, and 
workers for many other areas. Most European countries will have to face their own 
demographic challenge. Portugal considers the global compacts on migration and ref-
ugees very important for this debate. The EU should continue to work together to have 

HIGH-LEVEL POLITICAL PANELVIENNA MIGRATION CONFERENCE 2018

15



We should seriously cooperate with our non-EU neighbours, with 
third countries, all the countries of transit, all the countries of origin 
and it should be a real partnership, bearing in mind all the questions 
that these countries have and that we perhaps can solve together.

Mark Harbers
Minister for Migration, Ministry of Justice and Security, the Netherlands

HIGH-LEVEL POLITICAL PANELVIENNA MIGRATION CONFERENCE 2018

16



a Europe without internal borders and to secure European borders on the outside.  
But it should also work on paths for legal migration. And it should anticipate arising 
needs. Portugal needs 50,000 additional people each year to maintain its current 
population. For this reason, one priority is to cooperate with neighbouring countries, 
especially African countries. That will also be a priority of the Portuguese Presidency 
of the European Union. But Europe needs to look ahead as well. It should work on ed-
ucation, on health care and on investment in African countries. Working on a compre-
hensive approach that links the management of migration flows with cooperation on 
development is the only way to be successful in the long term. In the short term and 
within the EU there should be a comprehensive approach matching responsibility with 
solidarity. There should be a stable and permanent system offering answers to the 
problem, the control of migration flows. It should be pragmatic, and countries might 
not participate in these programmes in the same way. Ultimately, however, there 
should be a global and permanent European solution, that will be the only solution.

Germany is the European country that has received the most refugees by far since 
2015 in absolute numbers. Addressing this issue, Stephan Mayer, Parliamentary 
State Secretary in the Federal Ministry of the Interior, Building and Community  
of Germany, stressed that although Germany is one of the main countries of desti-
nation in Europe, the issue is by no means a primarily German task or challenge but 
indeed a European challenge. Thus, it is important to acknowledge the steep decline 
in the numbers of irregular migrants arriving in the EU over the last three years from 
1.8 million to less than 100,000 persons. There has been success and it is due to the 
European Union making much progress within the last three years. The agreement 
between the EU and Turkey is one of the key pillars of this success. But in view of the 
expected demographic developments there is a clear need for developing a common 
and coherent answer and approach within the European Union. There is the priority 
issue of stopping illegal migration and the criminal smugglers and human traffick- 
ers. There should be a common European objective to harmonise the European legal 
asylum framework, especially in order to stop secondary movement within the  
European Union. There must be the common objective to strengthen the external  
border of the European Union and to strengthen Frontex. All of this is necessary,  
State Secretary Mayer emphasised, but it will not be sufficient. The EU needs a  
Common European Asylum System but is unfortunately very far away from finding  
a coherent position among its Member States. Emphasis should be placed on cooper-
ation with transit countries like Libya, Egypt or Tunisia. There should be agreements 
with these countries similar to the EU – Turkey Agreement. Cooperation should also  
be intensified with countries of the Sub-Saharan region, like Niger, Chad, Senegal or 
Mali, which are all very important for Europe. The third pillar is the cooperation with 
countries of origin. State Secretary Mayer expressed his conviction that this coopera-
tion has to encompass a broader set of issues, for instance the idea of visa liberali- 
sation for countries who are willing to readmit their nationals when requested.  
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Stephan Mayer
Parliamentary State Secretary, Federal Ministry of the Interior, 
Building and Community, Germany

I consider the EU – Turkey Statement to be very important. 
I am also convinced that we need similar agreements with 
Tunisia, with Libya and with Egypt.
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We should have a global and permanent European 
solution, discuss that and work on that with the European 
Commission. That is the only solution.

Eduardo Cabrita
Minister, Ministry of Internal Administration,  
Portugal
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Has the “Joint Way Forward between Afghanistan and the EU” 
worked? Were we able to deliver on our commitments on it? 
Today, I can proudly say that, yes, we do believe that we  
have delivered and we do believe that this cooperation model  
has worked.

Faizullah Zaki Ibrahimi
Minister, Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, Afghanistan



Visa liberalisation, legal pathways and economic investment need to be part of nego-
tiations with these countries on migration management and control. 

European migration governance will succeed best if it also addresses the challenges 
and priorities of non-European partners. The government of Afghanistan has defined 
security, governance, and economic and social development as its main priorities. 
Faizullah Zaki Ibrahimi, Minister of Labor and Social Affairs of Afghanistan, shared 
his views on the extent to which cooperation between his country and the EU has 
supported these priorities but also on what needs to be done in the future. In 2015 
Afghanistan faced two major migration-related issues at the same time, the need 
to readmit and reintegrate millions of Afghans back in the country and the wish to 
cooperate with a strategic ally, the European Union, on tackling irregular migration. 
The situation pushed the Afghan government to make the migration issue a top priori-
ty. A High Council for Migration was formed, which is chaired by President Ashraf 
Ghani Ahmadzai, and a national priority programme (NPP) for the displaced and for 
returnees was created where all government and international stakeholders combine 
their efforts and resources to follow an integrated policy. The main purpose of the 
NPP was to combine development programmes with humanitarian needs because a 
lesson learnt was that a humanitarian response alone is not enough for tackling the 
problems of returnees. Sustainable reintegration needs to embed returnees in all 
development programmes. Ultimately, the whole national budget was made reinte-
gration responsive. All ministries are obliged to have one clause in their budget on 
how they would respond in case of a mass return. Minister Ibrahimi was also part of 
the delegation that negotiated the “Joint Way Forward between Afghanistan and the 
EU” and other bilateral agreements. His verdict is that these agreements have indeed 
worked for both sides. Since 2016 and after the signing of the “Joint Way Forward” 
the irregular flows from Afghanistan to Europe have decreased dramatically. The 
flow of voluntary returnees from Turkey, who are the potential irregular migrants to 
Europe, has increased dramatically from Turkey back to Afghanistan. The number of 
voluntary returnees from Europe is several times higher than the number of forced 
returnees. All of this shows that the “Joint Way Forward” has worked. However, 
the question is whether the successful cooperation between Afghanistan and the 
international community has really brought closer the fundamental settlement of the 
issue of irregular migration in and from Afghanistan. Unfortunately, Minister Ibrahimi 
stated, the answer would have to be negative. The reason is that there is still a lack 
of incentives to stay at home, paramount among them job creation, skills training 
and the support of small businesses. Minister Ibrahimi underlined that Afghanistan 
is very grateful for the EU’s investment in skills development in the country but the 
efforts are still fragmented, small and overlapping. Afghanistan encourages the EU  
to pool funds, unite resources and invest in a fundamental reform of the Afghan  
national vocational training system, and finally to seriously rethink the possibility  
of creating legal channels of migration as an alternative to the illegal one. 
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We know that during crisis it is a more challenging task, 
however, it is our joint responsibility to overcome any 
difficulties and find a way to honour our commitments to 
humanity.

Yavuz Selim Kıran
Deputy Minister, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Turkey
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Turkey continues to shelter the world’s largest number of refugees. At the same 
time Turkey cooperates closely with the EU on migration issues, with the so-called 
EU – Turkey Statement as the most prominent expression of this cooperation. Yavuz 
Selim Kıran, Deputy Minister in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Turkey, emphasised 
that his home country is exerting every effort to make the lives of refugees in Turkey 
better. Together with municipalities and NGOs the Turkish government has spent more 
than 32 billion USD for their needs. It has provided shelter, food, non-food items, ed-
ucation and psychosocial support to them. Moreover, Syrians have the right to legally 
work and blend into the Turkish society. This is a token of Turkey’s belief that everyone 
should be free and equal and deserves to live in dignity. Against this backdrop, Turkey 
has developed a new vision that shapes its policies. This vision has three main pillars. 
First, to protect the lives and dignity of migrants and refugees. It is clear that during 
a crisis this is a more challenging task, however, it is the joint responsibility of the 
whole international community to overcome any difficulties and find a way to honour 
its commitments to humanity. Also the 18 March Agreement between Turkey and the 
EU should be seen in this light. The agreement aims to save lives, dismantle smuggler 
rings and replace irregular migration with regular migration. So far it has been very 
successful. But this success has to be continued and both sides implementing the 
agreement should abide by their commitments. The second pillar of the vision is to 
address the root causes of migration and displacement. Peacefully settling disputes, 
developing democracy throughout the world and enabling a culture of harmony are 
sine qua non for a better world, lasting peace, stability and welfare. Furthermore 
there should be more means and additional ways to help people in need in their home 
countries. This can be achieved through increasing humanitarian and development 
aid. Creating legal pathways for migration is the third pillar of Turkey’s vision. This 
requires a common understanding and joint efforts all over the world. Turkey believes 
that migrants enrich the countries they live in. They contribute to the economic, social 
and cultural life of host countries. They are enablers for sustainable development. 
Therefore, the international community should focus on creating more legal pathways 
for migrants so they do not have to risk their lives on migratory routes. All actors 
should think out of the box and work on innovative ways such as circular migration 
and approaches involving the private sector. 

Adel Jarbouï, Secretary of State in Charge of Migration and Tunisians Living Abroad 
of the Ministry of Social Affairs of Tunisia, pointed out that Tunisia had faced its own 
migration crisis in 2011, four years before Europe. Due to the beginning of the Libyan 
war, more than 1 million people crossed the border and came to Tunisia. In 2017, after 
a national consultation, Tunisia adopted a national migration strategy that rests on  
five main pillars. The first pillar is to reinforce governance of migration management. 
The second pillar is to work towards guaranteeing the rights and other interests of 
Tunisians living abroad. The third pillar is to reinforce the contribution of migration  
to social and economic development at local, regional and national level. The fourth 
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If we want the decisions at global level to work, they need 
to be answering to local needs because if people arrive in 
countries they do not arrive in a country, they arrive in our 
streets, in our cities.

Emilia Saiz
Secretary General, United Cities and Local Governments
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We make strong efforts to control our border and to limit 
irregular migration, but we need the help of our European 
partners to support us on regular migration and on 
investment in Tunisia.

Adel Jarbouï
Secretary of State in charge of Migration and Tunisians 
living abroad, Ministry of Social Affairs, Tunisia
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pillar is to promote regular migration and to prevent irregular migration. The fifth 
pillar is to protect the rights of migrants and refugees in Tunisia. Moreover, in 2016  
the Tunisian parliament approved a law related to the prevention and repression of 
trafficking of people. A draft law on asylum is also under discussion. As regards tack-
ling irregular migration, the Tunisian government succeeded in detecting more than 
300 irregular migrants in 2018. The government also succeeded in stopping more 
than 9,000 migrants who were attempting to cross the Mediterranean. Tunisia un-
derstands the problem, Secretary of State Jarbouï concluded, as well as the security 
challenge its European partners face. Tunisia makes strong efforts to control its bor-
ders and to limit irregular migration, but it needs the help and support of its European 
partners in this fight but also in terms of investment in Tunisia in order to tackle youth 
unemployment as the most important driver of migration.

Migration governance is often discussed purely from a state perspective but when it 
comes to the realities of migration and displacement one has to be aware of a basic 
fact. Migration is an urban phenomenon; the majority of migrants and refugees live 
in cities. And the city and local levels are the closest to all migration-related aspects, 
from reception to integration. Emilia Saiz, Secretary General of UCLG, the World Or-
ganisation of United Cities and Local Governments, concluded the panel by bringing 
up the perspective of her constituency, cities. Unlike states, cities do not have bor-
ders that could shield them against migration. Migrants do not appear as a technical 
category but as real people who need to be integrated as neighbours in their new 
environment. Cities cannot contain anything, they are on the receiving end of things, 
whether they like it or not. The 25,000 cities that are part of UCLG have many different 
views on the issue of migration but they all can agree on one thing. Local governments 
need to play a strong role in the global discussions on migration governance because 
migrants and refugees will end up in cities, requiring the services that citizens of 
cities need regardless of whether they have the necessary permits for being there or 
not. Local governments need to be at the table together with national governments 
thinking and rethinking the way migration is governed. There are things that national 
governments do much better than local governments but there are other things that 
local governments do better. The only way to change the nature of migration, while 
keeping it orderly, while being fair, while respecting the principles that many of the  
national governments rightly defend, is to make sure that all the actors are sitting 
at the table and local governments need to be one of those actors. If the decisions at 
global level are to work, they need to answer to local needs because the local level is 
where people arrive and where they will live. It is vital that the sphere of government 
that is closest to the citizens is also sitting at the table to contribute, to test ideas, to 
make mistakes and to find solutions. There are many things that local governments 
know how to do well and building communities is one of them. 
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CONCLUSIONS
 
All panellists confirmed that migration is one of the biggest political challenges 
of our time. In conjunction with the issues of prosperity and stability, migration is 
one of the policy areas where citizens and voters expect their governments to  
deliver and where actual or alleged failure puts into question the legitimacy of 
whole political systems.  

There was wide agreement that the European Union has achieved substantial 
progress in recent years. But there was also agreement that it has not moved  
far and fast enough when it comes to finding structural solutions to the issues  
of migration and displacement.

The harmonisation of the Common European Asylum System is still considered 
a main priority. The system should be crisis-resilient, prevent secondary move-
ments of asylum seekers and ensure access to protection. However, panellists 
concluded that the EU is very far away from finding a coherent position on the 
matter among its Member States.

In other relevant areas, coherent positions do exist, namely when it comes to 
securing the external borders, investing in partnerships with non-EU countries, 
creating legal pathways for migration to cope with demographic ageing and  
skills shortages, and further promoting cooperation with transit countries  
and countries of origin. In this regard the EU – Turkey Statement was praised  
for its efficacy and identified as a Good Practice that should be duplicated in  
other contexts.

Panellists from outside Europe stressed the need to intensify the cooperation on 
skills development and vocational training to create opportunities for the young 
populations in countries of origin and thereby tackle a main root cause of irregu-
lar migration. There is also the need to better align return and reintegration with 
development policies.

Peaceful settlement of disputes and the development of democracy through- 
out the world are considered equally important to address another set of main 
root causes of displacement and irregular migration, namely war, civil war and 
violent conflict. 

As a final conclusion, it was emphasised that in order to work at global level,  
all decisions also must answer to local needs. It is vital that the sphere of govern-
ment that is closest to the citizens is also sitting at the table to contribute, to test 
ideas and to find solutions.
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Sound migration policies cannot be developed in a vacuum. 
They need cooperative arrangements if we are to better 
manage migration.

Jonathan Prentice
Chief of Office, Office of the Special Representative of  
the Secretary-General for International Migration, United Nations 



GLOBAL COMPACT ON MIGRATION

The second day of the conference was opened by Mr Jonathan Prentice, Chief of 
Office, Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Interna-
tional Migration, United Nations, who presented the global compact for safe, orderly 
and regular migration, namely the text the UN Member States had agreed on in the 
context of the United Nations General Assembly in July 2018 and that was to be 
formally adopted in December 2018 in Marrakesh. The compact process dates back 
to September 2016 and the New York Declaration where the Member States decided 
for the first time to tackle the question of international migration. This decision was 
based on the recognition that sound migration policies cannot be developed in a 
vacuum but need cooperative arrangements. The text of the global compact compris-
es in essence the entire narrative arc of the migratory phenomenon. The compact 
is broken down into 23 objectives looking at such issues as the factors that compel 
people to move, the need for better data, ways to enhance the ability of legal path-
ways, promoting ethical recruitment and labour standards, combatting trafficking, 
saving lives, managing borders, harnessing contributions migrants make to develop-
ment, strengthening consular services, and improving international cooperation to 
facilitate safe and dignified returns. One of the foundations of the global compact is 
its 360 degree vision, that it should not prioritise one aspect of migration policy over 
another. The 23 objectives are underpinned by ten guiding principles. They focus on 
issues such as placing people at the centre of every aspect of the global compact, its 
predicament on international cooperation and national sovereignty, and on the rule 
of law. Mr Prentice emphasised that the compact is not set out to promote migration. 
Rather it acknowledges migration’s reality and its benefits when properly man-
aged. The compact essentially promotes a system of order over one of disorder. The 
compact does not deal with either refugees or internally displaced persons. Finally, 
the global compact is not legally binding. It imposes no new obligations on Member 
States. Its relevance is rooted in the elaborate and extensive process that led to its 
development and that brought the issue of migration in all its dimensions before the 
United Nations for the first time. Ultimately, Mr Prentice pointed out, the success of 
the migration compact will be a question of partnerships. The coherence it is begin-
ning to establish will need the support of the UN Member States.
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The Conference’s next panel gathered experts from Slovenia, Austria, France, Turkey, 
the European Commission, UNHCR and IOM to explore the issue of reforming refugee 
protection from a European and global perspective. In particular, the panel asked  
about the discussants’ take on the role of protection in an overall governance frame-
work, the shortfalls of the current system and the priority areas for improving it.

Malin Frankenhaeuser, Head of Policy at ICMPD, kicked off the discussion by pre-
senting figures on EU citizens’ attitudes towards European asylum and migration 
policies and asking the question whether these policies have really lost touch with 
the European public, whether there is a lack of confidence in governments to manage 
crises and whether there is a common political basis for moving forward based  
on EU citizens’ shared attitudes and perceptions. The 2018 Euro Barometer survey 
confirmed that EU citizens consider immigration one of the top two priorities facing 
the EU and their national governments. However, when asked about their personal 
situation, people seemed to be much more concerned about rising prices and the 
cost of living. A survey by the Pew Research Centre conducted in 2018 for ten EU 
Member States found that a majority of respondents were in favour of taking in re- 
fugees from countries where people are fleeing violence and war but at the same 
time disapproved of the way the EU was dealing with the refugee issue. Obviously,  
Ms Frankenhaeuser pointed out, there is a mismatch between the expectations EU 
citizens have of their governments when it comes to managing migration and dis-
placement and the ability of these governments to act accordingly or to communi- 
cate their views and actions successfully. Against this background Ms Franken- 
haeuser invited the panel to discuss a number of principal questions. When thinking 
beyond crisis situations, at which level should the future European Union asylum 
policy be determined - at state level or at EU level? Where should applications for 
asylum in Europe be accepted – mainly outside the EU, at the EU external borders  
or in EU Member States? And finally, in which direction should the European and 
global protection system go?

Nina Gregori, Director General at the Directorate for Administrative Affairs, Mi- 
gration and Naturalisation of the Slovenian Ministry of Interior, started her state-
ment with the observation that there are basically five points on which everybody  
in the European Union can agree. Although these points are politically delicate they 
still have wide support in the institutions and in the Member States. The first point  
is to better protect the external EU border. The second point is to reach a Common 
European Asylum System that provides short and efficient asylum procedures, stops 
secondary movements but still offers protection to the people who are in need of 
it. The third point is to stop organised crime, people smuggling, and the trafficking 
in human beings. The fourth point is to have an effective return policy and the fifth 
point is to open more legal pathways for people to come to Europe. The goals are 
quite clear but the challenge has been the same for many years: How can these goals 
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Can migration governance move forward without further EU 
reform? I think that is a question that we will have to try to 
take into consideration.

Nina Gregori
Director General, Internal Administrative Affairs, Migration  
and Naturalisation Directorate, Ministry of Interior, Slovenia
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If we are to trust opinion polls, a majority of EU citizens 
support taking in refugees from countries where people are 
fleeing violence and war but disapprove of the way that the 
EU is dealing with the refugee issue.

Malin Frankenhaeuser
Head of Policy, Directorate of Policy, Research and Strategy, 
ICMPD
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be reached? There are many different players in the European Union and beyond, all 
having different answers to these questions. The decision-making process in the Eu-
ropean Union is quite complicated and Ms Gregori pointed out that it is perhaps time 
to start seriously thinking about whether European migration governance can really 
move forward without further EU reform. When it comes to the Common European 
Asylum System and the issue of refugee protection, Ms Gregori highlighted as a first 
point the need for a system that would enable short and efficient asylum procedures 
capable of clearly distinguishing between those who are in need of protection and 
those who are using the asylum systems for other purposes. The second point per-
tains to a legal framework and mechanism for crisis situations, and the third point to 
an effective return policy.

Thomas Mühlhans, Head of Department for National, European and International 
Migration Strategies from the Federal Ministry of the Interior of Austria, recalled 
the importance of a pragmatic approach that focuses the discussion about the reform 
of the current Common European Asylum System on those points where all EU 
Member States have more or less common positions. At the same time Mr Mühlhans 
stressed the need to rethink the global protection system as a whole. The current 
asylum system based on the 1951 Geneva Refugee Convention with its very important 
and highly appreciated values is a system that was established for a non-globalised 
world with different means of communication and mobility. In today’s globalised world 
migration flows span continents and refugees try to receive protection in countries 
thousands of kilometres away from their home or the next safe havens. The core 
idea of the Geneva Convention, however, is to offer refugee protection in the next safe 
haven, and the European policy on protection should go back to this core idea. Thus, 
Europe should move from a purely “reaction mode” to an “action mode”. That is why 
Austria together with Denmark put forward in October 2018 a vision paper depicting 
new goals for a better protection system in a globalised world. A new and better 
protection system should help those who need help the most, who are the most 
vulnerable, that is the first point. The second point is to create perspectives in regions 
of origin and in the countries of first protection instead of enabling irregular migration 
to Europe. The third and fourth points are to prevent further deaths in the Mediterra-
nean and along other migratory routes and to break the business model of traffickers 
and smugglers. The fifth point is to guarantee an effective management of the EU 
external borders and to ensure that all individuals staying illegally in Europe leave the 
European Union. The sixth point is to promote common but differentiated responsibil-
ity-sharing. The seventh and final point is to establish resettlement as a tool to help 
the most vulnerable once all other points have been implemented.

The debate on reforming refugee protection should not forget to mention that despite 
the persisting problems, a lot has been done over the last three years to make the 
European system better prepared for coping with external crises. This point was 

PANEL IVIENNA MIGRATION CONFERENCE 2018

34



PANEL IVIENNA MIGRATION CONFERENCE 2018

35

We have to create perspectives in regions of origin and in 
the countries of first protection instead of enabling irregular 
migration to Europe.

Thomas Mühlhans
Head of Department National, European and International  
Migration Strategies, Federal Ministry of the Interior, Austria 



stressed by Pascal Teixeira da Silva, Ambassador of France in charge of Migration, 
Ministry of Europe and Foreign Affairs, France, before he turned to those points 
where continued efforts will be needed. According to Ambassador Teixeira da Silva, 
any reform of the European asylum system has to address the main points where  
the system is not working well: the misuse of the asylum systems by those clearly 
not in need of international protection, low return rates of those not in need of protec-
tion, and the flaws of the Dublin System causing large-scale secondary movements 
and low numbers of Dublin transfers. What should be done about those points? First 
of all, Europe needs a system that is well equipped to cope with different situations, 
namely at its external borders, within the Member States and on upstream migratory 
routes before flows even reach Europe. This system needs to be more crisis-re-
sistant and convergent among national asylum systems, in particular with regard 
to recognition rates. It also needs to address the issues of secondary movements 
and the disregard of the common rules. The system needs to be more efficient, in 
particular in processing asylum applications and in ensuring the return of rejected 
asylum seekers. There needs to be more responsibility taken with regard to con-
trolling the external borders and the flows across them, and there needs to be more 
solidarity with Member States facing a sudden and massive influx of migrants and 
asylum seekers. Related approaches should be pragmatic and focus on points where 
all EU Member States can agree. They should further explore the idea of controlled 
centres, which should be closed centres to avoid secondary movements, determine 
manifestly unfounded applications and relocate a part of the asylum seekers eligible 
for international protection to other Member States on a voluntary basis. Individuals 
who are not eligible for international protection must be taken back to their country 
of origin. Outside the EU, the idea of disembarkation arrangements should be further 
pursued. This is in no way a question of the EU “subcontracting” the task to North 
African States; it is a matter of better supporting those states. More people already 
disembark in Libya now than cross the Mediterranean, but Libya needs more help to 
manage the situation in an orderly way. Resettlement should occur further upstream 
before flows reach the Mediterranean shores. Ambassador Teixeira da Silva also 
stressed that resettlement can be a solution for the most vulnerable refugees but it 
cannot be the response to the refugee problem as a whole. The EU has been a great 
donor to UNHCR, to other organisations and to host countries of refugees. There has 
been a lot of help already, but this needs to be continued or even expanded.

Turkey as the biggest refugee hosting country continues to support more than 4 mil-
lion people of different nationalities who are seeking protection, including more than 
3.5 million Syrians, who fled from instability, conflict and violence. Meanwhile, most 
of them have left the camps and live in cities. Turkey provides shelter, food, non-food 
items, healthcare, education, language courses, vocational training, and social sup-
port. Moreover, Syrians also have the right to work in Turkey. For all these measures 
the country has spent over 33 billion USD. In view of this, Ece Özbayoğlu Acarsoy, 
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People, very important, who are not eligible for international 
protection must be brought back to their country of origin  
and this is the bottleneck of any migration and asylum policy 
that can be regarded as credible by our citizens. 

Pascal Teixeira da Silva
Ambassador of France in charge of Migration, Ministry of Europe  
and Foreign Affairs, France 
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The EU - Turkey Statement has been successful in crushing 
migrant smuggling networks, has prevented the loss of 
lives to a significant number, and has reduced the irregular 
migratory flows to Europe by more than 95 per cent.

Ece Özbayoğlu Acarsoy
Deputy Director General, Deputy Directorate General for Immigration, 
Asylum and Visa, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Turkey
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We have to keep a delicate but important balance between 
what we do to protect people and what we do to protect 
the external border. But it is not a trade-off, we have to  
do both.

Maciej Popowski
Deputy Director General, Directorate General for Neighbourhood  
and Enlargement Negotiations, European Commission
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It is important that we have fair and effective procedures  
within and between EU Member States to provide swift access  
to safety for those in need of international protection and to  
ensure timely returns for those that are found not to be in need  
of international protection.

Grainne O’Hara
Director, Division of International Protection,  
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees



Deputy Director General for Immigration, Asylum and Visa at the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs of Turkey, called the mass movement of people one of the most signif-
icant challenges the world faces today. In this area, there is the need to put in place 
holistic migration management policies that include the contributions of the private 
sector, NGOs, the public sector as well as of refugees and host communities. These 
policies must acknowledge human mobility as a global phenomenon and enhance 
the protection of refugees and migrants through global response and cooperation. 
Turkey has actively contributed to the development of the global compact on refugees 
and attaches utmost importance to its success and implementation. But Turkey also 
regards the EU – Turkey Statement as a big success in crushing migrant smuggling 
networks, in preventing a loss of lives and in reducing irregular migratory flows to 
Europe by more than 95 per cent. Turkey has fulfilled its commitments, the EU has 
done so as well, but more is needed, such as a voluntary humanitarian admission 
scheme to create legal pathways or the acceleration of the transfer of EU funds to 
ensure schooling for all Syrian children. Within the framework of the 18 March  
Agreement, around 16,000 Syrians have been resettled to EU countries. But for 
genuine burden- and responsibility-sharing further resettlement places need to be 
pledged. In conclusion, Ms Özbayoğlu Acarsoy underlined that it will be essential to 
address the root causes of displacement and forced migration as well. This requires 
using preventive diplomacy, engaging in peace building, increasing humanitarian and 
development assistance, and seeking real cooperation and responsibility-sharing 
between all affected countries to address the challenges that they all face.

Maciej Popowski, Deputy Director General at the Directorate General for Neigh-
bourhood and Enlargement Negotiations at the European Commission, started his 
remarks with a look at the overall displacement situation and gave an overview of 
the measures taken by the EU and its Member States to respond to it. In Europe’s 
neighbourhood there are currently around 15 million displaced people, mostly but 
not exclusively refugees from Syria. As regards available tools, the EU has set up 
two trust funds, one for Syria and one for Africa. These tools are quite a new way of 
cooperating with non-EU partners on displacement and migration and enable the 
EU to be much quicker and much more responsive to what needs to be done on the 
ground. As regards cooperation with Turkey, first of all one has to pay tribute to the 
efforts of the Turkish government and to give credit for the excellent cooperation. 
The Commission wants to ensure continuity, in particular when it comes to educa-
tion and health, but the cooperation will also move into new areas like job creation 
and better integration of migrants in local communities and on the labour market. 
The Syria Trust Fund or the North Africa window of the Africa Trust Fund also put 
a lot of emphasis on the protection of vulnerable persons, on education, on access 
to healthcare and on the stabilisation of local communities. In dealing with Jordan 
and Lebanon, the EU wants to look beyond migration management. That is why it 
agreed to enter into the two compacts with Jordan and with Lebanon in 2016. North 
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The discussions are taking place with an undercurrent of 
deeper questions being asked about what kind of migration 
does Europe want, how does it want to manage that and how 
does protection fit into that broader frame? I think sometimes 
the protection question is obscured by that larger issue. 

Elizabeth Collett
Special Adviser to the Director General,  
International Organization for Migration 



Africa is different because the situation mainly pertains to migrants, not necessarily 
to refugees. Again, the EU wants to focus on those people who are vulnerable and in 
need of assistance. Through the Trust Fund it was possible to help IOM return more 
than 30,000 migrants. 90,000 people were granted access to health services. The job 
is by no means done but it is ongoing. And one has to be prepared for the future as 
well. There was an important shift in arrivals from the Central Mediterranean Route 
to the Western Mediterranean Route in 2018, and the EU has to be able to respond to 
that. Because of the volatility of the situation and also because of the internal debate 
within the EU, a delicate but important balance must be maintained between what is 
done to protect people and what is done to protect the external border. The EU has 
significantly stepped up its support for capacity building on migration management 
and control in transit countries. One example is Libya and a more recent one is Mo-
rocco. Thus, Mr Popowski stressed the excellent cooperation that has been built up 
between the Commission and the Member States as well as with non-EU countries 
and international organisations. This allows those responsible to be vigilant, agile and 
quite well-equipped to deal with present and future challenges.

The question of ensuring pathways to international protection will continue to be one 
of the major challenges for protection policy reform. Grainne O’Hara, Director of the 
Division of International Protection of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees, shared her views on how the global compact on refugees could contribute 
to this aim, how it is linked to reforming the Common European Asylum System and 
how UNHCR assesses the global need for resettlement pledges. According to Ms 
O’Hara, the global compact on refugees has one fundamental objective and that is 
to provide a basis for predictable and equitable burden- and responsibility-sharing. 
The compact emanates from fundamental principles of humanity and internation-
al solidarity and it seeks to operationalise these principles in a way that will allow 
states, international organisations and other partners working in cooperation to bet-
ter protect and assist refugees and to support host countries and communities. The 
compact is broad and all-encompassing in terms of different aspects of a refugee 
response. It contains a comprehensive refugee response framework, which should 
ensure better burden- and responsibility-sharing and looks at all the specific areas 
of response needs, for example reception and admission considerations, education, 
jobs, livelihood or health. Thus, the compact is not per se a tool of migration manage-
ment. It is fundamentally a tool which is designed to strengthen refugee protection. 
How does it link to efforts underway to improve the Common European Asylum  
System? From UNHCR’s point of view it is important to have fair and effective pro-
cedures within and between EU Member States to provide swift access to safety for 
those in need of international protection and to ensure timely returns for those that 
are found not to be in need of international protection. Achieving this should help to 
address not only concerns about rates and types of arrivals to the EU but also sec-
ondary movements within the EU. UNHCR believes that it is fundamentally important 
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to foster effective solidarity to support those EU Member States that are under pres-
sure. An effective mechanism to help determine relocation of asylum seekers from EU 
Member States receiving disproportionate numbers of asylum claims should remain 
part of the CEAS reform. Safeguarding the objectives of resettlement through the es-
tablishment of an EU-wide resettlement and humanitarian admissions framework is 
fundamentally important as well. UNHCR has been consistent in its plea for increased 
resettlement numbers and has pitched as a goal about ten per cent of refugee figures 
globally. That would imply resettlement figures of 2 million globally. Resettlement is 
of course not the only durable solution available to refugees. However, it is probably 
the only durable solution that also allows for an expression of international solidarity 
and burden-sharing. 

Elizabeth Collett, Special Adviser to the Director General of the International Orga-
nization for Migration, concluded the panel by taking stock of recent European and 
global policy-making in the area of protection and by depicting the political currents 
and undercurrents that influence both debate and outcomes. Her first point was that 
EU policy development in the area of protection is stalled but not static. The European 
Union is experiencing a sort of political hangover from the large-scale inflows of the 
last three years and the confidence shock that has come from having well-thought-
out EU policies that when tested fell considerably short. This resulted in a frenzy 
of activity, proposals and ideas but at the same time in a kind of political stand-off 
between the Member States and their different perspectives. At the same time there 
was and is a huge amount of national reform and capacity building going on, with-
in governments but also within civil society and elsewhere. Outside of Europe one 
could observe partnerships expanding with other countries around the world, both 
in formal and informal ways, trying to find opportunities to work together. All these 
observations lead to a second point, namely the question of the underlying goal of all 
the efforts made in reforming asylum systems and thinking about migration man-
agement and protection in the European Union. The answer to this question, however, 
is anything but clear. In the EU there are a number of different lenses through which 
the issue of protection is looked at. There is a constituency who look at this through 
a protection lens, there is a second constituency whose primary objective is thinking 
about European coherence and the coherence of European Union policy-making, par-
ticularly how to maintain an area of cooperation within Schengen, and there is a third 
constituency trying to think about the issue in terms of responsibility-sharing within 
Europe and globally. And all of this is taking place with an undercurrent of a conver-
sation and deeper questions being asked about what kind of migration Europe wants, 
how it wants to manage this migration and how protection would fit into that broader 
frame. As a final point Ms Collett stated that one of the lessons learning points from 
the last five years should be that plans on paper, even when they look appealing and 
logical and have been agreed through consensus, do not always translate into effec-
tive practice when put into practice. Realities tend to be messy and the grand ideas 
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that have been tabled in recent years both at the European Union level and at the 
global level raise the questions of follow-through on commitments and the readiness 
to invest in the resources to implement them.

CONCLUSIONS
 
Particularly in Europe, there seems to be a mismatch between the expectations 
citizens have of their governments when it comes to managing migration and dis-
placement and the ability of these governments to act accordingly or to communi-
cate their views and actions successfully.

Thus, and as mentioned before, EU Member States find it difficult to develop a 
coherent position on the reform of the EU protection system. Consequently, EU 
policy development in the area of protection can be characterised as “stalled but 
not static”.

The reform of the European protection system cannot be decoupled from a 
broader debate on migration as such. The reform process is taking place with, as 
one panellist put it, an undercurrent of deeper questions being asked about what 
kind of migration Europe wants, how it wants to manage this migration and how 
protection would fit into that broader framework.

The discussion confirmed a number of areas where common views are lacking 
and where it will be challenging to find them in the near future: solidarity and re-
sponsibility-sharing, controlled centres, disembarkation platforms or the principal 
question whether a Geneva-based protection system can be upheld in times of 
mass communication and mass mobility.

Nonetheless, there is agreement on a number of priorities, namely to better pro-
tect the external borders; to reform the Common European Asylum System in a 
way that provides short and efficient asylum procedures, stops secondary move-
ments but still offers protection to those in need of it; to stop organised crime, 
people smuggling, and the trafficking in human beings; to have an effective return 
policy and to open more legal pathways for people to come to Europe.

Towards the outside of the EU there seemed to be more progress than on the 
inside. The EU Trust Funds, the EU – Turkey Statement or the intense coopera-
tion with Morocco on border management and control are only a few concrete 
examples where the EU has improved its tool box significantly and achieved very 
promising results.
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The Conference’s final panel gathered experts from Switzerland, Germany, the 
European Commission, the European University Institute, the OECD and PriceWater-
houseCoopers. The panellists discussed the issue of skilled migration in the context 
of demographic trends, existing policies, the complexities of labour markets as  
well as current and future requirements for skills development.

In his opening, Ralph Genetzke, Head of the ICMPD Mission in Brussels, stressed 
that many of the statements made by the ministers, deputy ministers and state 
secretaries participating in the VMC had clearly confirmed that issues of legal and 
labour migration are high on the political agenda. In Europe and in the aftermath of 
the refugee crisis the issues of skilled migration or more broadly labour migration 
were somehow overshadowed by the debate on asylum and the access to protec-
tion. A move from crisis management to a functioning migration governance system, 
however, requires a closer look at the issue of labour migration as well, it has to 
be part of the system. Of course the discussion on demographic developments and 
resulting labour market demands is not new. Already before 2015 many European 
countries had looked into possible shortages of skills on their labour market and 
possible solutions to deal with them. ICMPD as a migration organisation looks at the 
topic from a migration angle but that is clearly not sufficient. This topic needs to be 
discussed from different angles, from the perspectives of labour markets and labour 
market policies, which in Europe are rather rigid, formal and highly specialised. It 
needs to be discussed from the angle of political acceptance and public opinion. And 
when seen from the perspectives of Europe’s partner countries, labour migration has 
to be part of a much broader agenda of foreign policy, of development cooperation 
and of the essence of what migration partnerships must entail. Against this back-
ground Mr Genetzke raised a number of principal questions to frame the subsequent 
panel discussion: Where do we stand in Europe on the issues of skilled migration and 
labour migration in 2018? What developments have we seen in recent years? Has the 
discussion changed? What are the needs and what are the proposals on the table at 
national, at European and at global level? And finally, what are the future scenarios 
we should plan and prepare ourselves for? 

The question of what developments in labour migration policies have taken place in 
recent years and how they are linked to broader policy issues was taken up by Martin 
Ruhs, Chair in Migration Studies and Deputy Director of the Migration Policy Centre, 
Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies, European University Institute. He 
sees a disconnect in recent debates about labour migration between macro-level and 
big picture arguments on the one hand and the reality of labour migration policies 
on the other. The latter tend to be driven by micro-level factors and what individuals 
and employers are doing on the ground. There is the often-quoted argument of a 
need for more labour migration because of demographic reasons and the shrinking 
labour force. This big picture argument, however, is very different from how labour 
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If we want to move from crisis to a governance system, for us 
in ICMPD it is clear that we have to look at the issue of labour 
migration as well.

Ralph Genetzke
Head of Brussels Mission, ICMPD
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One of my arguments has always been that we need to talk 
more about the politics of labour migration, we can’t just 
talk about the economics of it.

Martin Ruhs
Chair in Migration Studies and Deputy Director of the Migration  
Policy Centre, Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies, 
European University Institute
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immigration policy is done at the moment. Most countries in the world have switched 
from a supply-based to a demand-based immigration policy. A supply-based immigra-
tion policy is one which admits people because of their characteristics, because they 
are highly skilled or for other macro-level reasons, like fostering population growth 
as Canada used to do. Meanwhile, a lot of countries have moved away from this 
approach. The great majority of labour immigration programmes around the world 
are temporary migration programmes that admit migrant workers in very specific 
sectors and occupations where there is an alleged shortage. In reality, however, it 
is very difficult to measure skills levels and to establish where a shortage is. In this 
context shortage has to be seen not as an economic concept but as a political concept. 
Economists like to think if there is a shortage then wages go up and the shortage goes 
away. There might be good reasons why wages do not always go up and immigrants 
might be needed. But when immigration is defined as the right answer to shortag-
es one must always consider whose interests are served by this conclusion. Today, 
labour immigration policy is an inherently national issue driven by what employers 
want and how governments respond to employer claims about labour shortages. 
Simply arguing that there is a demographic challenge and that there are general skills 
shortages will not shift the debate. There is a need for encouraging precisely these 
public and political debates on where the shortages are and why more immigration 
should be more desirable than changes in labour market management or increases in 
wages. The debate must acknowledge the quite political nature of the issue of labour 
shortages and how to respond to it. There needs to be in place a very clear and agreed 
process for deciding whether or not there is a shortage and whether or not immigra-
tion is a good answer to the shortage. Employers need to be part of that, trade unions 
need to be part of that, government departments need to be part of that and the public 
debate needs to be part of that as well. Then it should be the government’s job to criti-
cally evaluate employer claims and to bring together employers, workers’ representa-
tives, civil society and government departments to come up with an agreed procedure 
that helps to decide on these questions. A good example for such a process, Mr Ruhs 
concluded, are the priority occupations lists in many countries, where governments 
decide that there are shortages based on an inclusive process consulting all relevant 
stakeholders and taking into account the broader public’s views as well. 

Following Martin Ruhs’ argument that labour immigration is not per se the answer to 
skills shortages and that the establishment of such shortages should be the result of 
a well-designed and well-communicated political process, one can ask the question 
how attractive it is for people with the right characteristics and qualifications to come 
to Europe when labour shortages have been identified. Jean-Christophe Dumont, 
Head of the International Migration Division, Directorate for Employment, Labour 
and Social Affairs at OECD, argued that the glass in Europe can be seen as half full 
and half empty in this regard. The OECD has developed talent attractiveness indi-
cators across OECD countries for different migrant categories. A look at the results 
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I clearly think that the EU is fighting below its weight in the 
global competition for talent.

Jean-Christophe Dumont
Head of the International Migration Division, Directorate  
for Employment, Labour and Social Affairs, Organisation for  
Economic Co-operation and Development
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You always need evidence and dialogue. Public debate  
and public opinion are also forms of evidence that we 
have to factor in and that we have to take into account.

Cornelia Lüthy
Vice Director, Head of Immigration and Integration Directorate, 
State Secretariat for Migration, Switzerland



shows that the first EU country is ranked only fifth as regards talent attractiveness; 
only three EU Member States rank among the top ten. The EU 28 have the same share 
of low skilled migrants as North America, namely 37 per cent, but when it comes to 
those with a tertiary education, the share in Europe is only 30 per cent compared to 
57 per cent in North America. The total number of people with a tertiary education in 
the EU has increased during the past five years, but at a four to five times lower rate 
than in North America. This suggests that the EU is fighting below its weight in the 
global competition for talent. At the same time Europe has not yet capitalised on the 
full potential of its Single Labour Market to attract highly skilled workers from third 
countries. The OECD in close cooperation with the European Commission has made 
proposals to improve the added value of EU instruments to manage labour migration 
in general and highly skilled migration in particular. However, at the moment there 
seems to be but little political momentum to move forward on the matter of labour 
migration. Thus, one should not only think about the most skilled and the people with 
a master’s degree, there are plenty of shortages or skills needed at medium skill level 
as well. This skills segment falls under EU Member States responsibility and no coun-
try has really found the ideal policy to deal with it. Sweden’s system is quite liberal 
yet attracts only a small number of third country nationals as workers. Poland has 
opened its labour market to temporary foreign workers and has become the biggest 
immigration country in the OECD for temporary foreign workers. France has a full pol-
icy package but has difficulties applying its instruments. Germany, for its part, is the 
most attractive EU Member State for migrant labour but does not have a channel yet 
for bringing in people with medium-level skills. The EU obviously has great potential 
due to its dynamic labour markets, the diversity of its geopolitical connections, its role 
as a centre for innovation, and the attractiveness of European values to the rest of the 
world. The potential is there, but Europe needs to think out of the box to get itself back 
in the game. There is this innovative idea of skills partnerships. Their added value is 
that they mix mobility with a skills development component and this is very important. 
This makes them a good option for the mutual benefit of countries of origin, countries 
of destination, migrants themselves and the employers as well. 

In her presentation Cornelia Lüthy, Vice Director of the Immigration and Integration 
Directorate in the Swiss State Secretariat for Migration, described how her coun-
try has moved from a seasonal workers scheme that mostly was demand-driven to 
the free movement of workers scheme with EU / EFTA countries in 2002. Since then 
labour immigration from the EU has increased significantly while third country immi-
gration has remained stable. From a skills shortage perspective the free movement of 
persons agreement is a success story for Switzerland. Switzerland can actually meet 
most of the demand for medium- and high-skilled people through immigration from 
Europe while third country immigration that is subject to quotas, labour market tests 
and a national priority scheme can focus on high-skilled persons. But it is also a fact 
that Switzerland has shortages of skills in some areas, namely MINT, mathematics, 
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informatics, natural science, technologies, but also in areas like healthcare. There will 
be a need for labour immigration in Switzerland. It will increase in the years ahead 
and there will be an ongoing controversial debate on it. Thus, it is vital, for economic 
and political reasons, also to foster the domestic workforce potential, training and 
education for everybody in the country, for underprivileged young people, for elderly 
people, but also for refugees. Switzerland has tripled its investment on integration 
and tries to match sectors facing skills shortages with the existing domestic supply. 
There will always be a demand from employers for labour migration and they some-
times also voice it in sectors where there are high unemployment rates, for example 
in construction or catering. So, in a way the authorities have to learn to say no to em-
ployers’ claims, too. And this is why Switzerland has set up a process where federal 
authorities together with the cantons are in direct contact with the employers, check 
their needs, and then the federal level decides whether the overall economic interests 
are served or not. At the same time the State Secretariat for Migration has started a 
dialogue with the employers and tried to convince them that instead of recruiting a 
person from Europe or from a neighbouring country in a sector where there are high 
unemployment rates in Switzerland, they should try to recruit and train a person out 
of the domestic labour force, including refugees with the legal entitlement and basic 
qualifications to be recruited in this way.

Matthias Oel, Director responsible for Migration, Mobility and Innovation at the 
Directorate General for Migration and Home Affairs of the European Commission, 
reiterated the need for a broad and comprehensive discussion on legal migration. Due 
to the crisis in 2015, the EU and its Member States have naturally focused on other 
areas of migration. However, one has to take into consideration that the numbers of 
irregular arrivals and asylum seekers in the European Union has decreased dra-
matically since 2015 although the public discussion does not always reflect this fact. 
This suggests that it is about time to overcome crisis management mode and move 
towards a sustainable migration governance system. The Conclusions of the European 
Council of June 2018 confirmed this notion when the Heads of State or Government 
concluded that a comprehensive approach is needed. This approach must ensure, 
first, an effective control of the EU’s external borders; second, a firm return policy and 
third, a well-managed legal migration and asylum policy. And from the Commission’s 
perspective there is a need for orderly controlled legal migration for very good rea-
sons: first, to limit irregular migration to the extent possible. This must also include 
ways to ensure orderly migration and legal migration pathways and has two different 
aspects. The first aspect entails pathways for humanitarian reasons. The UNHCR has 
asked the European Union to resettle 50,000 refugees by the end of next year. Thus, 
Mr Oel stressed that resettlement is functioning very well and that the Commission 
has received more than 50,000 pledges from the Member States. Furthermore, the 
negotiations on the Resettlement Framework Regulation are ongoing, the aim being to 
achieve a more structured legal framework for resettlement in the future. The second 
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We want the cooperation of countries of origin on read-
mission and return and that’s why we also have to offer 
something to them which is an incentive to accept this  
and that is also legal migration.

Matthias Oel
Director, Directorate B - Migration, Mobility and Innovation,  
Directorate General for Migration and Home Affairs,  
European Commission
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We have a lack in Germany of workers with non-academic 
professional degrees and see that it is very difficult to find the 
potential for these professions that we need in other countries. 

Alexander Wilhelm
Managing Director International Relations, International and  
Specialised Services, Federal Employment Agency, Germany



aspect pertains to pathways for legal migration and labour migration. Here it has to 
be absolutely clear that the management of labour markets and social systems is at 
national level and remains at national level. The Commission, for its part, has pro-
posed a reform of the EU Blue Card, which is currently being negotiated. In addition, 
the Commission supports EU Member States in developing and implementing legal 
migration pilot projects, which seek to admit legal migrants from third countries on 
a temporary basis to labour markets of Member States with particular demograph-
ic needs. After a certain number of years these migrants are supposed to return to 
their home countries, supported by European Union funds as start-up financing for 
business creation. This is intended to incentivise return but also to create infrastruc-
tures in the mid-term in countries of origin to lower pressures to engage in irregular 
migration. This type of circular migration scheme would benefit EU Member States 
by temporarily closing labour market gaps. The approach is still in its pilot phase. So 
far twelve EU Member States have expressed interest to cooperate. The first six pilot 
projects are about to start, and the Commission hopes that Member States will pledge 
more in the near future. 

The recruitment of qualified labour and the related challenges have become burn-
ing issues in some EU Member States. In this regard, Alexander Wilhelm, Managing 
Director for International Relations, International and Specialised Services from the 
German Federal Employment Agency, pointed out that Germany’s immigration law 
is one of the most liberal ones within OECD countries. As such it provides sufficient 
possibilities to recruit high skilled workers from abroad. At the same time the German 
government has discovered that the greatest shortage in skills on the German labour 
market is in skilled but non-academic occupations. Germany has a lack of workers 
with non-academic professional degrees and has experienced great difficulties finding 
potential workers for these professions in other countries. From other EU countries 
such recruitment would be easier but since they are undergoing similar demographic 
developments, Germany started about two years ago to look a bit further afield and 
to increase cooperation with third countries outside Europe as well. The government 
intends to improve the underlying legal framework to make it easier to attract and 
to recruit skilled workers to meet labour market demand below the academic level. 
Thus, the German authorities are trying to make sure that the interests of countries of 
origin are considered alongside the interests of the country of destination. Mr Wilhelm 
emphasised that the guiding principles of his agency, as a public employment service, 
are to ensure fair recruitment, to work with trusted employers in Germany, and to 
work closely with public employment service partners in the countries of origin or, in 
cases where there are no public employment services, with the ministries of labour 
or in other countries as well. As a concrete example Germany started a programme 
in 2013 called “triple-win” which recruits nurses in four countries, namely Bosnia 
Herzegovina, Serbia, the Philippines and Tunisia. The programme is based on bilat-
eral agreements with these countries that lay down all recruitment and employment 
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In real terms the global war for talent is ongoing. To make it  
very clear, in my firm, it is not I who decides who should stay,  
it is the employees who decide whether to work for me or not.

Alfred Höhn
Leader Government & Public Sector, Europe and EMEA, 
PricewaterhouseCoopers 
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conditions, provide for regular meetings with the national partners in these countries 
and try to make sure that recruitment is always in the interest of the national part-
ners, the workers themselves and of course the German employers as well.

In his statement and in his capacity as representative of the private sector, Alfred 
Höhn, Leader Government & Public Sector for Europe and EMEA at Pricewater-
houseCoopers, questioned whether the political and legal debate has fully realised 
how serious and severe the global “war for talent” has become in the meantime. The 
trends discussed long before 2015 have not stopped because of the refugee crisis. 
In reality, the war for talent is more intense than ever. Even for a big player like 
PricewaterhouseCoopers it is not the employer anymore who decides about recruit-
ment; it is the employees who decide whether they take up a job offer or not. If it is 
more attractive to work in another world region, employees will leave company and 
country. It is as simple as that. As far as labour migration is concerned there are a 
number of points to consider. Three years ago, PricewaterhouseCoopers conducted 
a study which showed that Germany might have a shortfall of labour force of up to 
4 million people within the next twenty years. Now, the question is how to fix this 
deficit. According to Mr Höhn there is quite a basic answer. European economies and 
societies will we have to do not only automation and not only labour migration, but a 
combination of both. They will have to increase productivity via technology but also 
sustain their markets by immigration. In the next thirty years Germany will lose ten 
to fifteen million people. Now the question is how to fill this gap. One should be care-
ful with overregulation and should keep in mind that it is people themselves who will 
ultimately decide where to go. This basic fact calls for creating ecosystems where 
people feel comfortable, where they find a good cultural environment attractive to 
people from all over the world. The changes facing Europe will be much bigger than 
currently expected. Qualification and upskilling of the resident population will have to 
accompany this process. For Germany alone Mr Höhn expects an upskilling need in 
the next years for about 4 – 6 million people to meet the requirements of automation. 
A policy mix will be needed that combines all activities of all different stakeholders, 
aligns public programmes better with market realities, addresses overprotection 
and overregulation, and ultimately starts to admit that in big parts of Europe, there  
is a strong and growing need for additions to the workforce.
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CONCLUSIONS
 
Global competition for talent is a reality and this trend is expected to continue  
due to demographic developments and the transformation of labour markets. 

Europe has great potential for attracting global talent due to its dynamic labour 
markets, the diversity of its geopolitical connections, its role as a centre for  
innovation, and the attractiveness of European values to the rest of the world.  
The potential is there but Europe needs to think out of the box to increase its 
attractiveness in comparison to other world regions.

Thus far, there seems to be a disconnect between macro-level and big picture 
arguments on the one hand and the reality of labour migration policies on the 
other. The latter tend to be driven by micro-level factors and what individuals and 
employers are doing on the ground.

In reality, however, it is very difficult to measure skills levels and to establish 
where a shortage is. In this context, shortage must be seen not purely as an eco-
nomic concept but also as a political concept.

Despite a growing need for labour immigration, the controversial debate on this 
issue will continue. Thus, it is vital, for economic and political reasons, also to 
utilise the domestic workforce potential, to promote training and education for 
everybody in a country, especially for those who face challenges in entering em-
ployment and in performing on labour markets.

It will not be sufficient to focus solely on highly skilled workers. The greatest 
shortages are found in skilled non-academic occupations. It is very difficult to  
find potential workers in other countries in this segment in particular.

There is a need for innovative approaches like “skills partnerships”. Their added 
value is that they mix mobility with a skills development component. This implies 
mutual benefit for countries of origin, countries of destination, migrants them-
selves and the employers as well.

Ultimately, Europe needs to apply a policy mix that combines all actions of all 
different stakeholders, aligns public programmes better with market realities, 
addresses overprotection and overregulation but also starts to admit that in  
big parts of Europe there is a strong and growing need for additional workforce.
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The discussions at the 2018 VMC confirmed that the perceptions on how to overcome 
the refugee and migration crisis and to regain the trust of citizens and voters differ 
within Europe. EU Member States continue to find it difficult to develop a coherent po-
sition on the reform of the EU protection system. The impasse on the Dublin reform, 
the different views on the migration compact process, and the divergent visions on 
the reform of the global protection systems are indicators of that. 

But this should not detract from the tremendous progress that has been made in 
European and global migration governance since 2015. The EU and its Member States 
have started a fundamental reform of existing policies and systems and the creation 
of new instruments. The many initiatives of the last three years, like the Valletta Ac-
tion Plan, the Trust Fund for Africa, the New Partnership Framework, the EU - Turkey 
Statement or the External Investment Plan are all expressions of this progress. The 
progress is also reflected in the decreasing number of arrivals in Europe in 2017 and 
2018. The global compacts on migrants and refugees, hotly debated in Europe and 
other parts of the world, have the potential to make the governance of migration and 
displacement a truly global responsibility.

However, the progress achieved at European and international levels has not yet been 
felt by the European citizens and voters. There is an ongoing mismatch between the 
expectations EU citizens have of towards their governments when it comes to manag-
ing migration and displacement and the ability of these governments to act accord-
ingly or to communicate their views and actions successfully. In order to overcome 
this mismatch, there must be a focus on three priorities:

First of all, Europe and the international community have to become better at ad-
dressing the main root causes of flight and migration: conflict, demography, economic 
transition and economic disparities. The various European and global initiatives are 
moving in the right direction when it comes to these efforts. But many more initiatives 
will be needed, and they will not work unless they are developed and implemented in 
full partnership between all States and partners involved and unless they operate in 
full acknowledgement of those parties’ respective needs and interests. 

Second, Europe has to move towards a rules-based migration system with clearly 
defined objectives. The 2018 VMC confirmed that skills shortages on European labour 
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CONCLUSION

markets are real and will increase in the future. It is not about keeping people out,  
it is about deciding who is allowed to enter and under what conditions. And it is about 
being able to enforce those rules. Of course this is not a new concept. But Europe  
and its partners have to become better at managing legal and labour migration on 
the one hand and at imposing strict and effective migration control on the other.

Last but not least all decision-makers have to be aware of one issue. Anti-immigrant 
sentiment is mostly found among those who are in fear of losing their jobs, their 
livelihoods and their social positions. More acceptance of immigration can only be 
achieved through policies that try to make sure that nobody is or feels left behind, 
policies that create jobs, opportunities and prospects for all parts of society. And 
that is the third part of the political challenge Europe and the international commu-
nity have to meet. Collectively, they need to push an agenda of innovation, economic 
growth and cooperation, social inclusion and access to opportunities for all their  
citizens. If they manage to deliver on this agenda, citizens and voters will start to 
trust in their migration policies as well. 
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