
A New Multilateral Framework for Labour Migration:  

A Review of Options

 

BACKGROUND PAPER

Carla Buil and Melissa Siegel, 
Maastricht Graduate School of 
Governance, Maastricht University, 
The Netherlands



Disclaimer
The content of this background paper does not reflect the official opinion of the European Union or of its Member States. 
Responsibility for the information and view expressed lies entirely with the authors.

MOBILISING EUROPEAN RESEARCH
FOR DEVELOPMENT POLICIES

A New Multilateral Framework for Labour Migration:  

A Review of Options

Synopsis

This background paper assesses the feasibility of establishing an international 
framework for labour migration. It discusses the developmental implications of 
the prevailing ‘non-system’ of labour migration and the ways in which current 
immigration policies are often ineffective or even counterproductive. It argues 
that the two main shortcomings of this ‘non-system’ are the insufficient openness 
of labour markets to migrants in order to address the growing labour needs 
in Europe and the inadequate protection of the rights of migrant workers.
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 WMO Lead agency (ILO or IOM) GATS GAMP Informal networks (GFMD) Coherent plurilateralism 

Description 

Official UN-type system, 
which will address all 
aspects of migration. 

The ILO or the IOM are 
designated as the lead agency 
on migration. 

GATS Mode 4 involves an 
international treaty on the 
liberalisation of the movement of 
service suppliers. 

Similar to the GATS, but deals 
with all aspects of migration. 
Aim: liberalise movement of all 
people and address 
externalities and market failures 
of this movement. 

The GFMD is proposed as a 
starting point for the 
development of informal 
network-based governance. 

Different types of governance 
apply to the various aspects of 
migration. Functioning of 
existing institutions need to be 
improved to fill the gaps in 
current system. 

Political 
feasibility 

Low level of feasibility 
Strong reluctance to 
develop a multilateral 
framework for 
governance of 
migration.  
Removes control from 
states over domestic 
policies. 
System requires 
funding.  
  

Moderate Feasibility 
ILO: Promotes labour 
standards and migrant workers’ 
rights, but political will to 
extend mandate to labour 
access seems limited and 
potentially complicated by its 
tripartite structure. 
IOM: Has a broad mandate on 
migration issues, but other 
agencies may resist the IOM 
assuming some of their 
functions and IOM does not 
explicitly deal with labour. 

Limited Feasibility 
Progress has been limited. 
Extension of GATS to incorporate 
all aspects of labour migration is 
unlikely as states tend to be 
reluctant to commit themselves to 
international migration 
agreements. 

Low level of feasibility 
States are generally not willing 
to commit to international 
migration agreements. 
Administrative burden of a 
treaty. Reciprocity, one of the 
basic principles underlying the 
GATT/WTO, is not applicable to 
international migration. 

Very feasible 
Forum exists already 

Feasible 
Feasible as no new institutions 
have to be created. 

Efficient 

Low efficiency 
Probably a very 
bureaucratic and slow 
organisation, because it 
covers all areas of 
migration and requires 
significant financial and 
human resources to 
function. 

Moderate efficiency 
ILO: More efficient than WMO, 
because of its experience on 
labour standards and migrant 
rights. ILO has a supervisory 
system or mechanism and 
provides technical assistance 
to ensure implementation of 
Conventions.  
IOM: Facilitates labour 
migration, but its mandate has 
to be extended to include 
labour access and migrants’ 
rights.  

Moderate efficiency 
Although a treaty can ensure 
wide implementation, it is less 
flexible and effective in 
addressing changes in labour 
market. It deals mainly with one 
side of the issue. 

Ambiguous 
Although a treaty can ensure 
wide implementation it is 
unclear how this treaty would 
be implemented and achieve its 
aim to liberalise migration. 

Low efficiency 
Its informal nature and lack of 
vision will probably prevent it 
from achieving concrete 
outcomes. Efficiency is also 
negatively affected by the focus 
of the Forum on all aspects of 
migration, the lack a permanent 
secretariat and its reliance on 
voluntary initiatives. 

Ambiguous 
It is unclear what are the effects 
of promoting more coherence in 
a pluralistic global governance 
system. Differentiated approach 
for low- and high-skilled 
migrants. Neither will be 
managed at a multilateral level. 

Access to 
labour 

markets 

Ambiguous 
Possibly addressed but 
not explicitly dealt with 
in current proposals, 
e.g. by establishing 
agreements. 

Ambiguous 
ILO: Unlikely that its mandate 
will be extended to include 
access to labour markets due 
to lack of political will. 
 IOM: It has no normative 
authority regarding labour 
access. 

Increased access 
Although it provides a framework 
to deal with access of migrants, 
arrangements are currently 
restricted to temporary migration 
of (high-skilled) natural persons. 
GATS does not obstruct national 
measures to regulate access of 
service providers. 

Increased access 
Objective is to liberalise 
migration, but no indication as 
to how this will be achieved 
other than the adoption of an 
agreement. 

Ambiguous 
Issues might be addressed in 
Forum, but it is doubtful whether 
it will lead to concrete 
outcomes. 

Ambiguous 
No specific focus on improving 
access to labour markets. 

Protection of 
migrant 
workers’ 

rights 

Ambiguous 
Same as above 

Partial protection 
ILO: Yes, although ratification 
of 1990 Convention should be 
extended.  
IOM: It lacks normative 
authority in area of human 
rights. 

Ambiguous 
Additional agreements are 
required for GATS to deal with 
migrant workers’ rights. 

Possible protection 
Rights of migrants could be 
integrated in the GAMP but 
these rights are unclear under 
the current proposal. 

Ambiguous 
Same as above 

Increased protection 
This can be ensured if a 
normative authority to oversee 
implementation of International 
Migration Law is established. 
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http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/history/lang--en/index.htm
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http://www.iom.int/jahia/webdav/site/myjahiasite/shared/shared/mainsite/published_docs/books/iomfolder_eng/iom_strategic_focus_en.pdf
http://www.iom.int/jahia/Jahia/activities/by-theme/facilitating-migration/labour-migration
http://www.euractiv.com/innovation-enterprise/eu-needs-labour-migration-analysis-507489
http://www.euractiv.com/innovation-enterprise/eu-needs-labour-migration-analysis-507489
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/migr_outlook-2011-en


  

http://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=IV-13&chapter=4&lang=en
http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/tif_e.htm
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