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Global Migration Governance: Multiple and Contested Institutions  
End of Year Report for 2009 

 
 
Goals and Targets of Project 
The Global Migration Governance project addresses how international institutions and 
cooperation could better regulate international migration. Despite its growing social, 
economic and political significance, international migration continues to lack a coherent 
international institutional framework. There is no UN migration organization and 
migration is governed by a fragmented tapestry of international organizations and a 
contested structure of International Migration Law drawn together from disparate areas of 
public international law. While the refugee regime has a relatively clearly defined regime, 
labour migration and international travel, for example, have far less coherent structures of 
institutionalized cooperation. Instead, they remain largely the domain of sovereign states 
to determine their own policies. States engage in ad hoc forms of bilateral and regional 
coordination and collaboration according to their own interests and the constraints of 
inter-state power relations. New forms of inter-state cooperation are beginning to emerge 
that fall outside the types of global governance created to regulate other trans-boundary 
issues in the aftermath of the Second World War – based primarily on non-binding and 
informal inter-state dialogues at both the global (the Global Forum on Migration and 
Development) and regional (Regional Consultative Processes) levels. These dialogues are 
gradually creating new norms and practices that structure and coordinate the response of 
states towards international migration.  
 
In this context, the Global Migration Governance project represents one of extremely few 
research projects grounded in Political Science and International Relations which is 
attempting to understand, analytically, what global migration governance is, and, 
normatively, the basis on which can judge how it should look. Through a range of 
research activities, it is attempting to develop coherent and clear thinking about the role 
of international institutions in the area of migration as a means to engage in a dialogue 
with policy-makers about what global migration governance is and how it should look. 
The ultimate goal of the project is to develop the basis of a coherent and clear vision for 
global migration governance which can give direction to the embryonic policy debates 
that are emerging at the global and regional levels. The project involves a number of 
activities including primary research, seminars, workshops, presentations, policy briefs, 
and academic publications. 
 
The Development of Three Sub-Projects 
During its second year, the project has developed greater focus and clarity. In order to 
make its research findings meaningful and sufficiently focused, it has developed a 
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geographical focus on Sub-Saharan Africa and has concentrated mainly on the three core 
areas of research outlined below. 
 
Global Migration Governance 
There has been an increasing focus in policy and academic circles on the global 
governance of migration. Yet, the development of international institutions relating to 
migration has been a largely ad hoc proliferation, with states creating new sets of 
bilateral, regional and inter-regional instruments to suit their short-term interests. The 
recognition that much international cooperation has been ad hoc has led to the search for 
a vision for how global migration governance could and should look. However, two 
questions need to be answered before it is even possible for policy-makers to begin to 
develop such a vision: firstly, what, analytically, is global migration governance, and, 
secondly, on what basis might we normatively judge how it should look? This core part 
of the project aims to respond to these two fundamental questions.  
 
Based on fieldwork carried out in Geneva, New York, Washington DC, Brussels, and at 
the sites of other international institutions, the sub-project identifies the main structures 
of global migration governance and attempts to develop conceptual tools for 
understanding and comparing global governance in this area to the global governance of 
other issue-areas such as environment, trade, and global health. Normatively, it stands 
back and asks from what stand point and whose perspectives can we judge how migration 
governance should look. In particular, it attempts to identify normative trade-offs that are 
implicit to the existing debate. So far the main outputs from this sub-project are an edited 
volume, Global Migration Governance, which attempts to offer answers to these 
analytical and normative questions (currently under review, Oxford University Press), a 
background paper prepared for IOM’s World Migration Report in 2010, ‘Migration 
Governance: Alternative Futures’, and an article ‘Migration and International Relations’ 
(co-authored with Erin Court).  
 
EU-African Relations on Migration 
As the overall project has evolved, it has become increasingly clear that in order to derive 
meaningful research results, it is necessary to develop an empirical focus on a specific 
region. In order to acquire a depth of insight into global migration governance and the 
international politics of migration, the project has therefore developed a focus on EU-
African relations on migration. The core Global Migration Governance part of the 
research outlined above highlighted three main threads of global migration governance: a 
thin layer of multilateralism with its origins in Inter-War period; embedded governance in 
other issue-areas not explicitly labelled as ‘migration’; and a rapidly emerging trans-
regional governance in which a range of formal and informal institutions increasingly 
regulate irregular migration flows within the global South and from South to North. This 
sub-project therefore focuses on the third of these. It highlights the emerging formal and 
informal bilateral, regional and inter-regional mechanisms through which Europe is 
increasingly structuring the norms and practices of migration policy in Sub-Saharan 
Africa.  
 
The sub-project is based on comparative research in three Sub-Saharan African regions: 
the Southern African Development Community (SADC), the East African Community 
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(EAC), and the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD), and in Brussels.  
The research highlights the relationship between inter-state bargaining and more subtle 
methods of norms and ‘good practice’ dissemination from Europe to Sub-Saharan Africa. 
It examines the use and role of intermediaries such as IOM and the African Union in 
disseminating norms and practices, and focuses on exploring the position of African 
countries in relation to global migration governance, and the conditions under which 
‘weaker’ states can overcome power asymmetries in the politics of migration.  It uses the 
empirical research in order to explore a range of conceptual questions relating to the 
nature of power in relation to migration, the role of issue-linkage, and the role of practice 
dissemination.  
 
Survival Migration 
One of the emerging policy debates in the area of international migration focuses on 
environmental migration in the context of climate change. However, except in extreme 
cases like ‘sinking islands’, it is almost impossible to causally attribute migration directly 
to environmental change, let alone to climate change. In reality, most cross-border 
displacement linked to slow-onset environmental change will be driven by the complex 
interaction of livelihood collapse, environmental disaster and state fragility. Furthermore, 
from an institutional perspective, the cause of cross-border movement is far less 
important than identifying situations in which a certain set of rights are unavailable to 
people in their country of origin and hence substitute protection is required in another 
country.  
 
This sub-project therefore situates the question of environmental displacement within the 
broader concept of ‘survival migration’, comparatively examining a range of situations in 
which people are externally displaced and seek substitute protection for a range of 
reasons that fall outside the framework of the existing legal definitions of a ‘refugee’.  It 
examines six cases of national and international institutional responses to non-refugee 
survival migration: Zimbabweans in South Africa, Zimbabweans in Botswana, Congolese 
in Angola, Congolese in Tanzania, Somalis in Kenya, and Somalis in Yemen. The 
provisional findings of the research highlight significant variation in institutional 
response. As well as trying to explain this variation in response, the sub-project 
highlights the need to develop a more coherent normative and institutional framework to 
respond to survival migration. The research will be published in an article in a special 
edition of the journal Global Governance on ‘International Migration’ in Autumn 2010, 
and as a monograph in 2011.  
 
Activities 
The period of January 1 until December 31 2009 represents the second year of the 
research project. The section below provides a chronological overview of the main 
activities of the project during its second year.  
 
January-April 
 
�Continuation of the seminar series ‘Refugees in International Relations’ (jointly 
convened with Gil Loescher and co-hosted by the Department of Politics and IR and the 
Refugee Studies Centre), Oxford, January-March.  
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� Meeting in Bonn attended on ‘Migration and Displacement in Sub-Saharan Africa: The 
Security-Migration Nexus’, 13-14 February. 
 
� Panel organised on ‘International Cooperation and Migration’ at the International 
Studies Association (ISA), New York City , 15-18 February, with speakers including 
Michael Doyle (Columbia), Bob Keohane (Princeton), Rey Koslowski (SUNY), Chris 
Rudolph (George Washington), and Alexander Betts (Oxford). 
 
�Paper presented at Oxford-Princeton Workshop on International Trade, Princeton 
University, paper (co-authored with Kalypso Nicolaidis) on ‘Linkages Between Trade 
and Migration: The Case of GATS Mode 4’, 18-19 February. 
 
�Panel organised on ‘The Future of UNHCR’ (with Jeff Crisp, UNHCR; Jean-Francois 
Durieux, UNHCR; Roger Zetter, Director of the Refugee Studies Centre), at the GEG, 
University of Oxford, 27 February. Book launch for UNHCR: The Politics and Practice 
of Refugee Protection into the Twenty-First Century (Routledge 2008). 
 

 
Book launch for ‘UNHCR: The Politics and Practice of Refugee Protection’ (from left to right: Jeff Crisp, 
Jean-Francois Durieux, Alexander Betts, Roger Zetter, and Gil Loescher).  
 
�Primary research in Southern Africa (South Africa and Botswana). Interviews with 
policy-makers including with governments, IOM, UNHCR, SADC, and NGOs, and with 
migrants and refugees, 10 March-6 April. Research sites included SADC Headquarters 
(Gaborone), Government of South Africa (Pretoria), crossing point for Zimbabweans 
entering South Africa (Musina), UNHCR and IOM Regional Offices (Pretoria), urban 
settlements for Zimbabwean migrants (Johannesburg). 
 
�Presentation of ‘The Refugee Regime and Issue-Linkages’ at the Levin Institute in New 
York  as part of Rey Koslowski’s MacArthur-funded Global Mobility Regimes project, 
27-28 April. 
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May-September 
 
�Primary research in East Africa and the Horn of Africa (Kenya, Ethiopia and 
Djibouti), interviews with policy-makers including with governments, IOM, UNHCR, 
IGAD, and NGOs, and with migrants and refugees, 10 May-2 June. Research sites 
included IGAD Headquarters (Djibouti City), IOM’s Regional Office (Addis), the 
Eastleigh Estate (Nairobi), UNHCR’s Regional Representation (Nairobi), Ali-Addeh 
Refugee Camp (Djibouti-Somaliland border). 
 

 
Global Migration Governance project Research Officer, Esra Kaytaz, at the Ali-Addeh Refugee Camp in 
Djibouti. 
 
�Presentations at the International Association for the Study of Forced Migration 
(IASFM) Conference, Nicosia, Cyprus, 28 June-2 July. Presentation of three papers: 
‘The Impact of Global Migration Governance on Refugee Protection’, ‘Towards a Soft 
Law Framework For the Protection of Vulnerable Irregular Migrants’, ‘Protection by 
Persuasion: International Cooperation in the Refugee Regime’, and launch of textbook 
Forced Migration and Global Politics (Wiley-Blackwell 2009). 
 
�Paper on ‘Regime Complexity and International Migration’, presented at the American 
Political Science Association (APSA) conference, Toronto, as part of a panel on 
‘International Migration Regimes’, including James Hollifield (SMU) and Audie Klotz 
(Syracuse), 2 September. 
 
�Primary research in Tanzania. Interviews with policy-makers including with 
government, IOM, UNHCR, the East African Community (EAC), and NGOs, and with 
migrants and refugees. Research sites included: Arusha (seat of the East African 
Community), Moshi (IOM’s Regional Training Academy), Dar-es-Salaam (Government 
and International Organizations), Kigoma (transit point for Congolese from South Kivu), 
Kasulu (UNHCR Field Office), and Nyarugusu Refugee Camp. 6-22 September 
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Congolese children, Nyarugusu Refugee Camp, Tanzania (photo by Alexander Betts) 

 
�Paper on ‘Trans-regional Governance: EU-African Relations on Migration’, presented at 
workshop on ‘Migration and Mobility Partnerships’, Lucerne, Switzerland, 26 
September. 
 
�Primary research in Brussels, at the European Commission, interviews on the EU’s 
asylum and migration policy in relation to Sub-Saharan Africa, 28 September-3 October. 
  
�Submission of final volume, Refugees in International Relations (edited by Alexander 
Betts and Gil Loescher) to Oxford University Press, 30 September.  
 
�Submission of final text of Global Migration Governance (edited by Alexander Betts) to 
Oxford University Press for peer review, 30 September.  
 
October-December 
 
�Two new doctoral students begin research linked to the project: Nina Hall (working on 
‘The International Politics of Environmental Displacement’) and Francesca Giovannini 
(working on ‘Regional Consultative Processes and Migration’), 1 October. 
 
�Presentation of policy brief ‘Development Assistance and Refugees: Towards a North-
South Grand Bargain’ at the European Parliament in Brussels as part of a roundtable in 
‘Forced Migration and Development’ co-organised by UNHCR, JRS and the ICMC, 12 
October. 
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Alexander Betts speaking at the European Parliament, 12 October 2009. 

 
�Lecture tour of Germany. Presentations on aspects of global migration governance at 
Munich, Tuebingen, and Konstanz Universities, 20-23 October. 
 
�Primary research in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). Interviews with policy-
makers including with government, IOM, UNHCR, and NGOs. Main research site: 
Kinshasa, 8-18 November. 
 
�Opening lecture on ‘The International Refugee Regime: Current Challenges and Future 
Directions’, at the International Institute for Humanitarian Law, San Remo, Italy, as part 
of the International Refugee Law course for UNHCR and government employees, 26 
November. 
 
�Background Paper on ‘Migration Governance: Alternative Futures’, presented at IOM 
conference in Cairo, as part of the preparation of IOM’s World Migration Report in 
2010, 1 December. 
 
�Workshop on ‘Survival Migration’, held at the GEG in Oxford, 3 December - 
Participants from academic and policy backgrounds.  
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Workshop on Survival Migration, held in Oxford on 3 December 2009. 

 
�Participation in ‘Conversations on Global Migration Governance’, jointly hosted by the 
International Catholic Migration Commission (ICMC) and the Graduate Institute in 
Geneva, 8 December. 
 
�Participation in UNHCR’s High Commissioner’s Dialogue on Protection Challenges, 
Geneva, 9 December. 
 
 
Publications 
 
Published in 2009 

� Betts, A, Protection by Persuasion: International Cooperation in the Refugee 
Regime (Cornell University Press, October 2009). 

� Betts, A, Forced Migration and Global Politics (Wiley-Blackwell, July 2009). 

� Betts, A, 'Institutional Proliferation and the Refugee Regime', Perspectives on Politics, 
March 2009, Vol. 7.1, pp. 53-58. 

� Betts, A and Kaytaz, E, ‘National and International Responses to the Zimbabwean 
Exodus: Implications for the Refugee Protection Regime’, UNHCR Working Paper No. 
175, July 2009 (UNHCR: Geneva). 
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� Betts, A, ’Development Assistance and Refugees: Towards a North-South Grand 
Bargain?’, RSC Policy Brief No. 2. (RSC: Oxford). 
 
� Betts, A, ’Migration Governance: Alternative Futures’, Background Paper for IOM’s 
World Migration Report in 2010.  
 

 
Book cover for ‘Protection by Persuasion: International Cooperation in the Refugee Regime’, published by 
Cornell University Press, October 2009.  
 
Forthcoming 2010 
      
� Betts, A, ‘Survival Migration: A New Protection Framework’, Global Governance 
(special edition on International Migration), Autumn, Volume 16.3.  
 
� Betts, A, ‘Towards a Soft Law Framework for the Protection of Vulnerable Irregular 
Migrants’, International Journal of Refugee Law, Volume 22.2. 
 
� Betts, A,‘The Refugee Regime Complex’, Refugee Survey Quarterly (special edition on 
The Global Governance of Forced Migration). 
 
� Betts, A, and Court, E, ‘Migration and International Relations’, International Studies 
Quarterly (under review). 
 
� Betts, A, ‘International Cooperation and the Refugee Regime’, in Betts, A and 
Loescher, G (eds), Refugees in International Relations (Oxford University Press). 
 
� Betts, A, ‘Substantive Issue-Linkage and the Politics of Migration’, in Bjola, C and 
Kornprobst, M (eds), Arguing Global Governance, (Routledge). 
 
� Betts, A, ‘Trans-regional Governance: EU-African Relations on Migration’ in Kunz, R 
and Lavenex, S (eds), Migration Partnerships: Unveiling the Promise (Lexington). 
 
� Betts, A, ‘The Impact of Global Migration Governance on UNHCR’, in Koser, K and 
Martin, S, The Migration-Asylum Nexus (Berghahn). 
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� Betts, A,‘The Refugee Regime and Issue-Linkage’ in Koslowski, R (ed), Global 
Mobility Regimes (Routledge). 
 
� Betts, A (ed), Global Migration Governance, (Oxford University Press), under review. 
 
� Betts, A and Loescher, G (eds), Refugees in International Relations, (Oxford University 
Press), in press. 
 
 

 
Book cover design for Betts, A and Loescher, G (eds),‘Refugees In International Relations’, forthcoming 
Oxford University Press 2010, (cover designed by Judith Benz-Schwartzberg) 
 
Work In Progress 
 
Betts, A, Trans-regional Governance: EU-African Relations on Migration (provisionally 
Cambridge University Press) 
 
Betts, A, Survival Migration (provisionally Cornell University Press) 
 
Betts, A, ‘Global Migration Governance’, (to submit to International Affairs) 
 
Betts, A, ‘Regime Stretching: How Global Regimes Adapt to Meet Unforeseen National 
Circumstances’, (to submit to International Organization) 
 
Betts, A, ‘Explaining International Organization Adaptation: The Case of UNHCR’, (to 
submit to International Organization) 
 
Betts, A, ‘Policy Brief: Global Migration Governance’ (to be published by the Global 
Economic Governance Programme) 
 
 
 
 
 



�����������������������������������������������������                     

 11 

Lessons Learned 
Four main lessons stand out, which will be particularly useful to recall in developing 
future research on global migration governance. 
 
Analytical 
The term ‘global migration governance’ is increasingly used in academic and policy 
circles. Yet there is a need to understand what global migration governance (GMG) 
actually is. Three questions are useful to consider in relation to this. 1) Governing what?  
What are the boundaries of migration governance? The governance of development, 
security, trade, and human rights all impact on migration; are they ‘migration 
governance’? 2) Governing how? Does governance imply regulation or also a range of 
processes that constrain and constitute the behaviour of actors? Most political science 
literature looks at formal governance; yet much of migration governance is based on 
informal mechanisms. 3) Governing whom? When we talk about ‘global migration 
governance’, are we focusing on the regulation of processes of human mobility or on the 
regulation of states’ behaviour towards migrants? These are questions that generally go 
unanswered in existing policy debates but are crucial to consider and make explicit. 
Furthermore, it is also important to note that global migration governance appears to have 
three main elements: 1) a thin layer of multilateralism with its origins in the Inter-War 
period, 2) embedded institutions not explicitly labelled ‘migration’, 3) and a growing set 
of informal governance structures (notably based on IOM, the GFMD, and the RCPs). 
 
Normative 
A lot of policy debates on global migration governance focus on ‘improving’ governance 
or making it ‘more effective’. These questions inherently invoke normative questions that 
are rarely made explicit. Yet, it is crucial to interrogate the normative basis of claims 
about global migration governance. From what perspective – the economy, security, or 
rights – should we judge governance to be ‘better’ or ‘worse’, and from whose 
perspective – migrants, citizens or states, and which migrants, citizens and states? 
Inevitably governance involves normative tradeoffs, which are rarely explicit. There is a 
need to develop policy relevant normative research in the area of global migration 
governance. 
 
Empirical 
The project has highlighted the need for research to be focused and to explore concrete 
questions in relation to specific regional situations. While breadth of vision is necessary, 
it can only be grounded on in-depth and, initially, regionally focused research. Hence the 
project has focused mainly on Sub-Saharan Africa. There is a need to expand outwards 
and to develop a wider comparative framework that can look at other regions such as 
Asia-Pacific, the Gulf, and the Americas. However, ultimately, this has been beyond the 
scope and funding of the existing project.  
 
Timeframe 
A longer timeframe than three years is needed to fully reap the rewards of the research 
project. It has taken a significant amount of time to set up the research project and to 
clearly identify the most interesting research questions. After two years, the project now 
has significant momentum. It has been able to identify key research questions and to 
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develop important sets of concepts and hypotheses. In order to make the most of the 
existing research, a longer timeframe that extended the project by a further 3-5 years 
would be desirable.  
 
Planned Activities for 2010 
 
The project’s work in its final 8 months will focus on two main areas: 
 
1) The Continuation of Fieldwork 
 
Further fieldwork is envisaged in Sub-Saharan Africa in relation to the ‘EU-African 
Relations on Migration’ and ‘Survival Migration’ sub-projects. 
 
2) Writing and Dissemination 
 
A significant part of the final year will involve writing of the final report of the project 
and other publications. This will be combined with a dissemination strategy, including a 
range of lectures and seminars within international organizations, government 
departments, and universities.  
 
 
Project Associates 
 
Director: Dr Alexander Betts 
Research Officer: Esra Kaytaz 
Research Associates: Erin Court, Alan Gamlen, Francesca Giovannini, Nina Hall,  
Research Assistants: Miriam Bradley, Calum Nicholson 
 
 
 


