Week Three Summary Statement

Theme: Migrant Communication, Policy and Institutional Coherence

1. Overview of the Issue

Communication has emerged as a central topic in migration studies and policy-making. Migrants (like any people) are part of social networks that sustain them socially and sometimes economically as well. Recent technologies such as online social networking sites (facebook, MySpace, Hi5, etc.), email and internet, Skype, and mobile phones (so-called “new media”) make it cheaper and easier for many to keep in touch with friends and family abroad, and to share their experiences with others or publicize their own perspectives widely.

These technologies allow migrants to communicate in ways that were much more difficult even five years ago, potentially increasing migrants' access to information about their legal rights, opportunities and events in their home country, and news from their friends and family. As migration laws have grown more restrictive, migrants have been able to connect with spouses, children, or parents who were “left behind.” Migrants may also connect with each other to organize social events in their host country, mobilize development projects in their home country, or protest unfair treatment. 

Not everyone has equal access to these technologies or finds them useful in making migrants more involved and included in migration policies, however. It is important to listen to youth themselves to understand how and what types of communication aid in migration and development.

Similarly, communication technologies don't automatically ensure that non-governmental organizations and government institutions listen to migrants or to each other. This can lead to policies which make it difficult to engage with their home countries or host countries, and which may not take migrants' best interests and desires into account. 

2. Questions

We asked respondents three questions, covering communication between migrants and non-migrants, and between young citizens and their governments in formulating migration policy.

1.  As a migrant or non-migrant, how do you communicate with distant friends and relatives? What are your discussions and conversations about?  

2. As a migrant, do you feel concerned by development debates or issues about your country of origin?  

3. How could the government make you feel that your experiences and perspectives were considered in migration policies?

3. Views

Six respondents shared their views on migration and communication. Ranging from Baghdad, Iraq to Liberia, they stressed similar themes in their answers.

Constant contact through new media

All the participants – both migrants and non-migrants – said that they kept in constant contact with friends and relatives. Internet was generally given as the most popular way of keeping in touch, which is perhaps to be expected given that this consultation was conducted via the internet. Respondents also mentioned phones, text messages, facebook, and letters as other methods of communication. They used these tools to discuss personal or family matters, finances, conditions and opportunities in their home countries, and also possibilities for migration to relatives' host countries.

I communicate with with distant friends and relatives through phone,email and face book. Most discussion/conversation is sharing thoughts about the culture of the people,their behaviour and how easy/tough it is to work in that country as a migrant. – Daniel Onyi, 31, Nigeria

We often discuss about opportunities abroad and what we like at home. Also discuss about our country problems, the effects and what I can do personally to get out of our country which am not ready to do. In our conversation, they often inform me that though it is not like things are perfect abroad but it is still better than our country they advised that I should by all means go out of the country so as to use my skills where they will appreciate me. - Casey Gbenga Adeleye, 30, Nigeria

One respondent, however, reminded people that it was not always so easy for people to keep in touch with their family members – nor do migrants in every situation enjoy the ease of consistent communication. Refugees and trafficking victims, for example, may not have access to telephones or family members to pass messages. 

As a migrant during my refugee life in Côte d’Ivoire, my only means of communication with distant friends and relatives were through postal mails, occasionally by telephone and by message giving to travelers between Côte d’Ivoire and Liberia. My discussions and conversations were about my family condition in exile as a refugee as well as inquiring how conditions were like back home in Liberia. - Alfred Kargbo, 29, Liberia

Staying involved with their host country

Many migrants retain connections between two or more locations, wanting to become part of their new host communities while remaining attached and engaged in personal or political events in their home country. This week's respondents agreed that they wanted to stay informed about events in their host country, but differed in the degree to which they wanted to remain engaged. Not all migrants wish to return to their countries of origin, but many may follow the news in their home country, whether reported by friends and family or, increasingly, by news outlets. Some migrants feel personally connected to their country's image abroad. Other migrants want to take an active part in helping their home communities cope with problems, and believe that other migrants should as well.

Of course I will concern but not very much as if I'm in my country, I will be updated through the TV and Internet. - Ghadier Al-Saoudi, Iraq

As a migrant, I feel so concerned by development issues about my country of origin. Then, in the 1986 time of Nigeria's fame as the oil boom nation, I entered into a nasty argument with some Americans in my school (in Purdue, Indiana, U.S.A). Their view was that Nigeria (then) was a corrupt nation but I was telling them that as a citizen (who just left my country) that things were not as bad as the media put it. - Daniel Onyi, 31, Nigeria

Migrants should never forget about their home country and they should try as much as possible to indulge in developmental debates in their country of origin as they are strategic partners in development. The government of most Africa countries (especially) rely on their migrant to help them in development... they travel and acquire skills that are essential for development – Jude Thaddeus, 21, Cameroon

One respondent reminded group members that development is a process stemming from partnerships between people abroad and people remaining in the host country, not just a stream of help from abroad.

Yes, I feel concerned about development debates about my country of origin. But I use to say that development will come through practical actions and not only in talking. I realized that debates will highlight the step to take but both... migrant and non-migrant have responsibility to develop the country of origin - Casey Gbenga Adeleye, 30, Nigeria

Including youth perspectives in policy

Respondents all agreed that youth's experiences should be taken into account in migration policy, although few people had specific suggestions. One participant believed that making travel easier would help young migrants feel that their concerns were addressed, while another believed that current migration policies weren't adequately applied. Several people expressed the belief that the government would consider youth needs by developing opportunities within a home country, not just by focusing on direct migration policies.

I will first of all like to say that policies that aims at migration, should involve youths in the decision making as they are the most people who migrate. If there governments cannot ask and make use of their opinions, then these youths will migrate and the working population will decrease. For the government to make the young population feel that they are part of the decision making, they should create an enabling environment for people who want to travel (e.g easy assess to passports, insurance, study leave amongst others). - Jude Thaddeus, 21, Cameroon

I can feel my experiences and perspectives were considered in migration policies by the government if all they policies put in place are being applied not just in paper but in practice.- Arrey Emmanuel, 30, Cameroon

The government can only make me feel better in their migration policies by carrying out the policies’ to the letter. They should feel concern too about development of the country to attract those in the Diasporas back home. - Casey 'Gbenga Adeleye, 30, Nigeria

4. Recommendations

As participants' answers show, migrants use communication tools regularly to keep in touch with family and to learn about developments in their home country. These tools are therefore a valuable – and largely under-used – way for home and host country governments to engage their migrant or diaspora populations. Although youth weren't specific about steps the government could take to include them in policy discussions,governments could canvas migrants' views through electronic focus groups, hotlines, etc. They could also facilitate the ability of migrants to share news and even money with their families by promoting the spread of cheap communication methods within the country.  

Governments should focus on the fact that many migrants remain interested in their home countries, yet are connected primarily through the news or through personal contacts. Many development projects are linked to personal relationships between diasporas and communities. Governments could therefore explore whether there is a space for more “official” links between migrants and their home countries, such as with national investment promotion centers. Governments can also help ensure that migrants are receiving correct information about migration opportunities, by publicizing official guides to investment, travel, visas, etc. that consider youth peoples' needs.

