
PRINCIPAL AUTHOR 
Jena Santoro

PROJECT DIRECTORS 
Daniel F. Runde 
Laura Frigenti 
Emilio Ciarlo

A Report of the  
CSIS PROJECT ON PROSPERITY AND DEVELOPMENT

D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 8

The Role of Italy and 
Other Donors in the 
Global Migration Crisis
Addressing Immediate Needs Alongside  
Long-Term Developing Investments



The Role of Italy and Other 
Donors in the Global 
Migration Crisis
Addressing Immediate Needs Alongside Long-Term 
Development Investments

PRINCIPAL AUTHOR

Jena Santoro

PRINCIPAL DIRECTORS

Daniel F. Runde
Laura Frigenti
Emilio Ciarlo

DECEMBER 2018

A Report of the CSIS Project on Prosperity and Development



The Role of Italy and Other Donors in the Global Migration Crisis  |  II 

About CSIS 

For over 50 years, the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) has worked 
to develop solutions to the world’s greatest policy challenges. Today, CSIS scholars are 
providing strategic insights and bipartisan policy solutions to help decisionmakers chart a 
course toward a better world.

CSIS is a nonprofit organization headquartered in Washington, D.C. The Center’s 220 
full-time staff and large network of affiliated scholars conduct research and analysis and 
develop policy initiatives that look into the future and anticipate change.

Founded at the height of the Cold War by David M. Abshire and Admiral Arleigh Burke, CSIS 
was dedicated to finding ways to sustain American prominence and prosperity as a force for 
good in the world. Since 1962, CSIS has become one of the world’s preeminent international 
institutions focused on defense and security; regional stability; and transnational challenges 
ranging from energy and climate to global health and economic integration.

Thomas J. Pritzker was named chairman of the CSIS Board of Trustees in November 2015. 
Former U.S. deputy secretary of defense John J. Hamre has served as the Center’s president 
and chief executive officer since 2000. 

CSIS does not take specific policy positions; accordingly, all views expressed herein should 
be understood to be solely those of the author(s).

© 2018 by the Center for Strategic and International Studies. All rights reserved.

Acknowledgments

This report is made possible by generous support from the Italian Agency for 
Development Cooperation (AICS).

Center for Strategic & International Studies
1616 Rhode Island Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20036
202-887-0200 | www.csis.org



Jena Santoro  |  1

Introduction

There are an unprecedented 65.6 million people who have been displaced from their 
homes worldwide, and growing at a rate of 20 people per minute. In 2015, an estimated 
1.3 million people sought asylum in the European Union, surpassing the peak record of 
670,000 following the fall of the Berlin Wall and the 1990s Yugoslavia conflict. While 
lower- and middle-income countries (LMICs) have been bearing the brunt of global 
migration more recently, it remains a critical European issue that policymakers continue 
to try to resolve. There are a series of reasons for mass migration: ongoing conflicts, 
weak governing bodies, and lack of economic opportunity, to name a few. This level of 
displacement has had a profound and unprecedented level of impact on the humanitarian, 
security, and economic spaces in Europe. The liberal international order is at risk with this 
crisis; political decisions are being made and elections won based on the fear and security 
issues around it. Albeit politically attractive, heightened border security is not a complete 
or satisfactory solution to this growing challenge. Migration is here to stay; it will likely 
shape our world for the next 50 years. Article 24 of the Taormina Communiqué, the 
document resulting from the 2017 G7 summit, stated that “management and control of 
migrant flows . . . requires both an emergency approach and a long-term one.” The reality 
is that this is a long-term development issue with a series of short-term actions that can 
be made to manage the situation more effectively.

Although acknowledging distinct legal differences in the terminology, this paper uses the 
phrase “irregular migrants” to encompass refugees, asylum seekers, economic migrants, 
and so on. This paper seeks to create recommendations for host and donor governments to 
appropriately handle mass influxes of people, recognizing that these movements, despite 
their variations, all stem from impoverished and unstable countries. Many European 
nations have incurred significant costs from irregular migration. The fiscal cost of asylum 
seekers reached 1.0 percent of Sweden’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 2016. In the 
same year, Denmark spent 0.57 percent of its GDP, and Germany spent 0.35 percent of its 
GDP on asylum seekers. European governments are budgeting and spending on this issue 
at the expense of other impactful programs. In 2016, the biggest increases in spending 
on refugee support services as a percentage of official development assistance (ODA) 
were seen in Europe: Finland (3 percent to 12.3 percent), Germany (16.8 percent to 25.2 
percent), Italy (24.6 percent to 34.3 percent), and Norway (10.8 percent to 18.4 percent). 

http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html
http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Asylum_statistics
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Asylum_statistics
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000260041.pdf
http://www.imf.org/en/Publications/Staff-Discussion-Notes/Issues/2016/12/31/The-Refugee-Surge-in-Europe-Economic-Challenges-43609
http://www.imf.org/en/Publications/Staff-Discussion-Notes/Issues/2016/12/31/The-Refugee-Surge-in-Europe-Economic-Challenges-43609
http://www.imf.org/en/Publications/Staff-Discussion-Notes/Issues/2016/12/31/The-Refugee-Surge-in-Europe-Economic-Challenges-43609
https://www.devex.com/news/oecd-aid-reaches-record-high-but-more-money-is-spent-domestically-90034


The Role of Italy and Other Donors in the Global Migration Crisis  |  2 

Current policy focuses on responding to migration as a global crisis or emergency. 
While immediate responses are required to care for the migrants who arrive in Europe, 
aid donors must not be so shortsighted about the issue that they neglect the systemic 
problems in origin countries that will encourage higher rates of global displacement 
for decades to come. The reallocation of ODA to address irregular migration is in 
danger of crowding out other important priorities and funding that address long-term 
challenges. The record level of global displacement reflects larger systemic issues related 
to underdevelopment. Without development and prosperity in the economies of origin 
countries, along with a large and growing youth bulge, irregular or illegal migration will 
never be halted.
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Short-Term Actionable Steps

Data Collection and Information Sharing
While knowledge sharing as it relates to terrorism has reached an all-time high in the 
European Union, there has not been a similar collaboration on migration. Increasing 
information sharing among European governments is a necessary approach to handling 
mass movements of migration. Receiving countries in Europe can make more appropriate 
policy decisions regarding migration if they have the full breadth of available information 
at their disposal. The New York Declaration, signed at the United Nations (UN) Summit 
for Refugees and Migrants in 2016, recognizes the need for improved data collection as 
an avenue for receiving countries to appropriately address migration. Poor data-collection 
methods and inefficient collaboration between European governments leaves many 
countries with an immense information gap, often misguiding their migration governance 
policies and strategies. As many migrants arrive in one European country with the intent 
of continuing to another, information sharing can be a critical component to following 
complex routes and identifying remote entry points. The European Migration Network 
(EMN), established in 2008 under the direction of the European Commission, produces 
policy reports and briefs, academic studies, and analyses of legislation as it relates to 
migration and refugee movements. While this is a step in the right direction, EMN 
does not provide real-time data and information on the number of migrants in transit, 
current or future migration intentions, and the demographic breakdown of migrants and 
vulnerable groups. 

Italy, in the context of migration, is often thought of as the “southern border” of Europe. 
Italy has utilized different concepts of information gathering and sharing to address 
existing migration and attempt to prevent future migration. There is a lack of extensive 
impact evaluation happening across European countries when it comes to migration. 
Little knowledge exists of the success rate of social programs implemented to address 
the issues surrounding migration, such as education, labor market, employment, and 
health. Understanding the adequacy of public services offered to the public can assist 
countries in determining the right balance of welfare programs for migrants so as to avoid 
“welfare shopping,” when migrants choose a destination based on its social programs. 
It can also help host countries foresee future migration trends based on perceptions of 
social programs. This is a particularly sensitive topic for many host countries that have 
populations that see migrant welfare as “hazardous” to their own communities. A better 

http://refugeesmigrants.un.org/declaration
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/european_migration_network_en
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understanding of the effectiveness of these programs can help reduce social tensions 
between migrants and natives and allow for more defined policymaking. Professor Alberto 
P. Martini of the Università del Piemonte Orientale in Italy has recently become a pioneer 
for advancing this, as former president of the Italian Evaluation Society and a cofounder 
of CAPIRe, a project promoting the use of policy evaluation methods in regional legislative 
assemblies. The establishment of these organizations shows that Italy has a great focus 
on enabling legislative bodies to govern effectively by having the most comprehensive 
information available. Considering the current political context across Europe, this is 
critical to successful governance. 

Italy’s Ministry of the Interior and the International Organization for Migration (IOM) 
have utilized the benefits of information sharing in another way as well. They have 
launched the campaign Aware Migrant to inform potential future migrants, or migrants 
already in transit, of the dangerous journey on which they seek to embark. The intended 
audience is young men and women who live in impoverished conditions in the developing 
world, but do not necessarily meet the qualifications for refugee status in Europe. By 
using social media, documentaries, and radio advertisements, this program disseminates 
information about the extreme risks of being smuggled into Europe, the Italian labor 
market realities, and the benefits of labor flow through legal and legitimate channels. It 
also provides extensive information on opportunities available within Africa, for most 
migrants arriving in Italy are African in origin. It highlights success stories of African 
entrepreneurs, start-up companies, and small and medium enterprises (SMEs). In this 
sense, Italy is using data collection and surveying methods to offer information that will, 
in theory, deter future migrants from embarking on their journey.

http://www.insp.umd.edu/albertomartinibio.html
http://www.insp.umd.edu/albertomartinibio.html
http://www.valutazioneitaliana.it/
http://www.capire.org/
https://www.awaremigrants.org/
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Long-Term Development Efforts 

Strategic Investments in “Root Causes”
There is a misguided conception that this problem can be dealt with if donors and 
partners throw large sums of money at the problem. In many of the countries where 
migrants originate, rampant corruption and human rights abuses prevail. With the 
number of money-handlers involved in the transaction process, much of the funding 
received remains in the hands of the government or other corrupt sources. When people 
move, it is a symptom of inequality and a lack of opportunity in their origin country. The 
recent breadth of migration has resulted from many parts of the developing world having 
economic instability and an increasing youth bulge. There are several countries in Africa 
with such high youth unemployment rates that they are at risk of national collapse in the 
next few decades. World Bank data for 2017 reported the following youth unemployment 
rates as a percentage of the working-age population: Gambia at 43.9 percent, Libya at 
43.8 percent, Namibia at 43.8 percent, and Swaziland at 54.2 percent. Simultaneously, 
there is a growing youth population in the developing world that is seeking personal 
freedom and financial security. Increased access to information, often through cell 
phones and the internet, has afforded young people the understanding that something 
better exists, and has prompted them to endure great dangers in pursuit of an improved 
life. The standard of living being sought requires access to education, job training, and 
employment opportunities. 

Migrants’ Involvement in Growth of Origin Country
Migration should not necessarily be a destination; rather, it should allow the tools needed 
to improve a migrant’s skill set, education, or financial position that they can utilize to 
help their origin country grow. Presenting migrants with an opportunity to engage in the 
growth of their home countries through financial investments can potentially strengthen 
their interest in returning home to see the benefits of their investment. It is important 
to distinguish this from the forced return of migrants, which has not had proven success. 
Large-scale forced returns or “repatriation” by host governments can have disruptive 
economic consequences for their country. It can lead to a shortage of workers and price 
increases in sectors that largely employ migrants. Forced expulsion can also come with 
high associated costs for host governments. Many host countries that have offered 
financial incentives for migrants to return home have not historically experienced a 
favorable outcome. 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.1524.ZS
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The voluntary return of migrants to origin countries can support economic development 
and job creation, as returnees bring capital and knowledge back with them that helps 
with employment potential. Circular migration or supporting the conditions that 
allow a migrant frequent mobility between origin and host country for employment 
purposes is a component. It is important for host countries to support migrants’ flexible 
mobility as a means of maintaining ties to their origin country. Returning home while 
maintaining legal residency in host countries can enable migrants to transfer business 
and financial activity between the two. Many origin countries in the developing world 
experience an overwhelming “brain drain” from mass movements of economic migration. 
This diminishes local capacity to rebuild the economy after crisis—food, financial, or 
otherwise—resulting in continued reliance on foreign assistance and less self-sufficiency. 
There must be a system in place both in the origin and host country to allow migrants to 
return home and support them in using their skills and savings while abroad to invest in 
their country of origin. The effectiveness of return programs depends on the collaborative 
efforts of origin and host-country governments.

The best way to ensure this investment cycle can occur is through the existence of 
diaspora groups and remittances. Remittances are sent directly to individuals and families. 
Their household impact is a much more stable income than either ODA or private capital. 
Remittances serve as informal investments to origin countries. In 2016, the World Bank 
estimated that remittances sent to developing countries had totaled USD 429 billion, and 
were triple the size of ODA. Although the numbers for 2017 have not yet been released, it 
was expected to grow 3.3 percent to USD 444 billion by the end of the year. After foreign 
direct investment (FDI), remittances are the second most significant source of foreign 
capital in the developing world. The impact of remittances to countries with the largest 
diaspora communities across Europe—Morocco, Jordan, Turkey, Senegal, and Egypt —
showed a significant impact in the early stages of launching a business. Without this help, 
individuals generally lack the capital access necessary to establish small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs). 

However, the associated expense with sending money overseas has often deterred 
migrants from doing so. The 2017 World Bank report Remittance Prices Worldwide states 
that the average global price of sending remittances—that is, the price it costs senders 
to transfer money overseas—is 7.2 percent. In some cases, such as sending money from 
Europe to Africa, that number rises to upwards of 15 percent. Steps have been taken to 
mitigate these steep transaction fees. In 2011 and again in 2014, the G20 committed 
to making efforts to reduce the global average to 5 percent, but so far have not been 
successful. Despite working with service providers and governments, they have been 
unable to accomplish this. The UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) similarly have 
a goal to reach a global average of 3 percent by 2030. In the interim, the private sector 
has stepped in to fill the gap. Start-up technologies such as bitcoin and blockchain are 
now entering the remittance market at much lower price points, changing how money 
is sent. Not only are these competitors allowing a less expensive alternative, but also 
a streamlined, digitized option. The World Bank has noted that a 5 percent drop in 
transaction fee has the potential to produce an addition USD 16 billion in annual income 
for migrants. That money can be used to obtain a better quality of life for themselves, or 
for their loved ones in their origin country. 

http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/infographic/2017/04/21/trends-in-migration-and-remittances-2017
http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/infographic/2017/04/21/trends-in-migration-and-remittances-2017
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/634721467999988162/pdf/98685-BRI-PUBLIC-ADD-SERIES-Box393179B.pdf
https://remittanceprices.worldbank.org/sites/default/files/rpw_report_september_2017.pdf
https://remittanceprices.worldbank.org/sites/default/files/rpw_report_march_2017.pdf
https://www.fastcompany.com/3067778/the-blockchain-is-going-to-save-immigrants-millions-in-remittance-fees
https://remittanceprices.worldbank.org/en
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Partnerships
Where government donors alone fail to properly address irregular migration, partnerships 
have a tremendous opportunity to make lasting impact. Inadequate opportunities for 
financial security compel citizens to migrate or engage in the informal or “illicit” labor 
market. A high percentage of working-age population engaged in illicit work prevents 
developing countries from achieving formal economic growth—linked to an inability to 
collect taxes and other necessary domestic resources. The private sector can create jobs in 
the formal economy, providing the governments of origin countries with the opportunity 
to increase domestic resource mobilization (DRM) efforts. Private companies can also 
provide skills training through programs in developing countries aimed at meeting 
foreseen labor needs. These types of programs can provide people with skills needed for 
existing employment opportunities within origin countries and open channels for regular 
migration if employed to work elsewhere following the training. 

Labor markets in the developing world are not always the most attractive for a work 
plan such as described. The private sector is often deterred from investing or operating 
in origin countries due to heavy regulations and a lack of governance. Developing-
country governments must be responsible for enabling the conditions for job creation 
and economic growth in their countries. Increased private-sector investment, ensured 
by incentives, good governance, and accountability, is the most comprehensive way 
to create greater economic opportunity in the formal economy. This can ultimately 
encourage people to seek domestic or regional job opportunities closer to home, instead of 
undergoing the dangerous transcontinental journey. This makes migration a choice, rather 
than a necessity for survival, and has the potential to reduce the pressure on European 
labor markets while improving markets in the developing world. 

Multilateral partners also have a role to play in addressing irregular migration. In October 
2017, seven multilateral development banks (MDBs) created a platform for coordination 
to address economic migration and forced displacement. This platform, in partnership 
with G7 donors, aims to increase data collection and strengthen technical assistance 
for projects supported by MDBs. There are four specific areas of focus for this platform: 
enhance policy dialogue; identify gaps; establish a better-coordinated technical assistance 
approach; and improve evidence that clarifies the complex development dimensions of 
migration. This platform originated after the G7 summit in May 2017 under the Italian 
presidency and recognized the role of such partnerships in addressing the long-term 
strategies of migration. 

Host-country citizens have a limited political appetite for receiving further waves of 
irregular migrants. Germany, which until recently had one of the more inclusive migration 
policies in Europe, is changing its stance on migration. For the first time since the end 
of World War II, the nationalist Alternative for Germany (AfD) party has won seats in 
Parliament—12.6 percent of seats, to be exact. German chancellor Angela Merkel, to 
establish a unified government, agreed to institute a cap of 200,000 migrants entering 
the country each year. Because of this heightening political fatigue, tackling irregular 
migration is timelier than ever before. To do this, European governments must make 
policy decisions that sometimes seem counterintuitive. To prevent future migration 
flows, allow current migrants the freedom of mobility. To reap the economic benefits of 

http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2017/10/14/mdbs-announce-new-coordination-platform-to-accelerate-support-for-economic-migration-and-forced-displacement
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-10-08/merkel-gives-ground-on-german-migration-cap-in-election-fallout
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-germany-politics/merkel-settles-migrant-row-with-allies-to-pursue-coalition-idUSKBN1CD0FI
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remittances (i.e., developing origin countries, which deters future migration), lessen the 
taxes and regulations on transactions.

The New York Declaration on Refugees and Migrants was a significant milestone on 
the migration debate. It recognized the contribution and integral role of migrants in 
the overall global development agenda. Most importantly, it came with an action item 
for member states to facilitate safe, orderly, and regular migration to countering this 
phenomenon. Donors are going to have to institute a rethinking of regular migration 
policies to address irregular migration. Migration has proven beneficial to certain sectors 
in Europe—the service and agriculture sectors have both grown because of migrant 
participation. Migration has boosted labor productivity in many European countries 
whose population demographics have caused labor shortages. While high-skilled 
migrants can counter the innovation and productivity of their European counterparts, 
low-skilled migrants can also increase efficiency in industries that lack worker demand. 
Because of this, migrants have become a pillar of many European economies, sometimes 
unbeknownst to many citizens who see migrants only as a threat to livelihood and 
security. Donors must think more strategically about how they invest in and address the 
growing youth bulge in the developing world to allow people to remain “at home” and 
contribute to these sectors in the same way in their origin countries or nearby within 
the region. That said, European government donors alone cannot achieve sustainable 
economic growth in the developing world without partners within the private sector and 
developing countries.

 

 

 

http://refugeesmigrants.un.org/declaration
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