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While abroad, migrant workers gen-
erally come into contact with tech-

niques and technologies that are more ad-
vanced than in their home region. This is 
particularly true of those who have good 
specialized skills in their fi eld – the ones 
known as “brains”. Their departure is no 
doubt partly for fi nancial reasons, but they 
are also motivated by the chance to put 
their skills to work in practice, with equip-
ment and a human environment that are 
better than they could ever dream of back 
home. Most never return.

However, one migration trend in recent 
years has been the increase in the number 
of unqualifi ed workers involved. This de-
velopment dates back to around 1980, the 
time when most of the receiving countries 
started applying the brakes to immigration 
or tightening up the conditions.

Uncertain return

Apart from refugees, two types of migrant 
may be distinguished.

On the one hand, there are those who 
are useful, even essential, to the receiving 
countries and are recruited to fi ll labour 
shortages in some fi elds. Countries like 
Canada have drawn up a list of occupa-
tions for which the door is open (informa-

tion technology, for instance) and of oth-
ers for which it is closed. The open door is 
mostly for well-qualifi ed workers only.

On the other hand, there are those who 
are “not needed”. These form the majority. 
Enticed by the siren song of higher wages 
or simply by the prospect of a job in the 
country of destination, they resort to unof-
fi cial means of getting there. As the tradi-
tional host countries have now adopted re-
strictive policies on legal immigration, and 
are mainly interested in admitting qualifi ed 
workers on a temporary basis to make up 
for skills shortages in the domestic labour 
force, this means that unskilled or under-
skilled migrants have to use illegal migra-
tion networks run by private recruiters.

Many of these workers are clandes-
tine. They sometimes seek political refu-
gee status when they are in fact economic 
refugees, and they accept low-grade jobs. 
It should be noted in passing that such 
migrants do, in fact, have utility value 
for employers in the receiving country, as 
they prevent upward pressure on wages 
in occupations that the locals would not 
take up unless the pay and working condi-
tions were seriously improved (truck driv-
ing, for instance).

A survey conducted in Bangladesh 
India and Sri Lanka in 1993 showed that 
the great majority of would-be migrants 
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are of rural origin, are poor, are semi-
skilled or unskilled (92 per cent in the 
case of India) and are women.1 All in all, 
“unqualifi ed workers, often without edu-
cation ... are the numerically most impor-
tant group …”.2

As undocumented, these workers are 
likely to return sooner to their country of 
origin, either under constraint (expulsion) 
or because they intended to emigrate for 
only a limited period or because they failed 
to fi nd a job. Those who emigrated legally 
also sometimes return home after a while, 
but this is less frequent. The motivation to 
return decreases when one has built up en-
titlements, one’s children are growing up, 
one is paying into a pension scheme or one 
has bought a house.

Discussions with migrants lead to 
the conclusion that many of those who 
came over “for a time” in fact stay for 
good. Nevertheless, they continue to send 
money back to their families (see articles 
by Judith van Doorn on page 48 and by 
Dominique Demol, on page 54). Despite 
everything, though, some of them do go 
home. So it is worth asking the question: 
if they are less skilled when they emigrate, 
and they come into contact with more ad-
vanced technologies when abroad, do they 
transfer technology when they return, to 
the benefi t of their countries of origin? The 
answer is basically “yes” – but with some 
reservations.

What they know and who they know

First, we must defi ne our terms. A migrant 
who brings back the consumer items that 
are usual in the host country – household 
electrical goods, for instance – is carrying 
techniques, not technology. This certainly 
includes the material objects themselves, 
but also an understanding of how they 
work and the ability to maintain them or 
to adapt their use to new situations. So the 
real question is: do migrants transfer skills 
to their home countries, making it possible 
to understand and master the use of the 
techniques with which they have become 
acquainted?

Targeted research on international mi-
gration generally shows that migrants do 
make a contribution to the development 
of their countries. Much of the research 
emphasizes a qualitative aspect of this: 
migrants put their home communities in 
touch with international networks.3 And 
indeed, apart from the fi nancial remit-
tances considered elsewhere in this pub-
lication, the “capital” transferred by mi-
grants is of two types: know-how and “so-
cial capital”.

Know-how is a collection of skills and 
behaviour patterns that migrants can 
use and capitalize upon personally after 
their return to their home country. For 
those of the fi rst generation, know-how 
is more often acquired through practice 
than through theoretical training, unless 
they have the opportunity to receive vo-
cational training for adults. The know-how 
may include technical competences, lan-
guage skills, experience with certain ma-
chines or managerial and organizational 
techniques.

This contribution has also been shown 
to exist in the case of South-South migra-
tions, as some of these are towards coun-
tries that are more industrialized than the 
countries of departure. Thus, most of the 
migrants from landlocked Burkina Faso to 
Côte d’Ivoire – which has a coastline and 
ports and is technically more advanced 
– are rural illiterates who had been en-
gaged in subsistence farming. In Côte 
d’Ivoire, they learn about industrial culti-
vation in the coffee, cocoa, pineapple and 
banana plantations. They no longer work 
to survive but to show a profi t. Some of 
them become producers themselves, adopt 
modern production methods (economies 
of scale, fertilizers, pesticides, improved 
seed, tractors, management of labour and 
fi nances, planning). Some learn small-scale 
trades such as masonry, electrical wiring, 
port work or industrial stockbreeding. 
Many of them speak French. When they 
return to their villages, those who learned 
small trades set up shop and become self-
employed. Others, who have also man-
aged to save up some money, create small 
enterprises and may even take on staff.
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But most silver linings have a cloud. All 
of this can have negative effects on local 
employment, because the use of capital-
intensive techniques increases, thereby 
pushing down demand for the unskilled 
workers who are in the majority locally and 
are the breadwinners for many families.

Broadening horizons

However, this transmission of know-how 
should not be overestimated. For one 
thing, by no means all low-skilled mi-
grants work with advanced technologies 
– precisely because they end up in unde-
manding jobs.

Cases in point are the young Filipinas 
who go into domestic service in the Gulf 
States or the African garbage collectors in 
the countries of the North. Some of them 
may get an opportunity for training, but 
this applies more to second-generation mi-
grants, and they are precisely the ones who 
are less tempted to go back.

Account should, however, be taken of 
a certain number of informal learning ex-
periences resulting from the discovery of 
a different way of organizing life, work 
and society. Transferred back home, this 
understanding brings with it a conviction 
that change is possible. Migrants therefore 
become an innovatory force. Whether such 
innovations are better than the local prac-
tices that they replace is not for us to judge. 
Back in 1956, the Greek author T. Saloutos 
noted that migrants returning to Greece 
brought with them new ideas about West-
ern democracy and economic liberalism.4 It 
is not certain that the introduction of such 
novelties, which stem from a particular 
context, is desirable in societies that have 
their own characteristics, but this is not a 
debate that we will take up here.

In addition to these learning experi-
ences, many migrants build up an exter-
nal network of relations that may be re-
garded as social capital. This is “a set of 
specifi c resources that can be mobilized 
within groups, networks and organiza-
tions”. It is also “the wealth that can be 
drawn from social relations”.5 This wealth 

fl ows from the interpersonal relations and 
social bonds established with people, or 
from knowing which door to knock on for 
what – institutions or development non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), for 
example. Such knowledge makes it possi-
ble to call upon fi nance, training and spe-
cialists when putting new infrastructure or 
technologies in place.

Social capital of this kind can be use-
ful while in the host country, but it is also 
a resource when the immigrant returns 
home. Through access to this social capi-
tal, returning migrants can broaden hori-
zons in their country of origin. Also, given 
the power that can be gained from access 
to fi nancial resources, it may pave the way 
for them to take over the leadership of their 
communities. So the benefi ts do not nec-
essarily go to the community. Sometimes, 
they go to individuals, particularly when 
they have learned how to use the right 
 levers for investment, enterprise creation 
and trade. Thus, in Madagascar, returning 
migrants have invested in import-export 
trades, such as in used cars. Also, a grow-
ing number of young graduates of foreign 
universities have gone into business, with 
the aid of agreements reached with com-
panies while they were abroad.

This begs a much wider question – what 
is development? The sum total of individ-
ual successes or a collective process?

Even if they don’t come back …

As may be seen, the technology transfers 
that may be induced by migration are cer-
tainly a bonus for the migrants’ commu-
nities of origin, opening up access to new 
knowledge, techniques and contacts. Some 
of these advantages can be gained even if 
the migrants do not return. More and more 
often, migrants are trying to organize 
within the host countries in order to con-
tribute to the development of their regions 
of origin, not just by sending funds but also 
through “projects”, including technology 
transfer. In Kayes, for instance, Malian 
immigrants in France fi nanced the instal-
lation of photovoltaic equipment for the 
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electrifi cation of the region (see article by 
Dominique Demol on page 54).

More generally, migrants within the 
European Union have set up a Coalition 
of African Organizations for Food Security 
and Sustainable Development (COASAD) 
whose aim is to provide expertise to the 
countries of origin in Africa. Jean-Pierre 
Madjirangué Madjibaye, the Permanent 
Secretary of the African-European Civil So-
ciety Forum, argues that assistance should 
now move beyond the direct transfer of 
funds to encompass the provision of ex-
pertise for African development. “Finance 
is not always the issue. Many Africans in 
Europe have good expertise and contacts 
that they can place at Africa’s service,” 
Madjirangué maintains. As he points out, 
the African diaspora in the West also in-
cludes engineers and technicians. So in fu-
ture, COASAD intends to “initiate lobby-
ing and advocacy activities vis-à-vis gov-
ernments and the European Union for food 
security to be made a priority in the next 
negotiations between the European Union 
and the ACP group of associated African, 
Caribbean and Pacifi c countries”.

For the moment, these are more inten-
tions than realities, but they do illustrate 
the notion of social capital, as described 
here, in the very broad context of its ap-
plication to whole countries. Indeed, a 
number of European NGOs have already 

recognized these migrant associations as 
partners.

However, as we have demonstrated, 
none of this is automatic. Not every mi-
gration leads to the acquisition of technol-
ogy and not every transfer is necessarily a 
good thing for the migrants’ communities 
of origin. Much will depend on the condi-
tions for the migrants in the host countries, 
on the conditions for their return and on 
whether a migrant’s own attitude is more 
or less individualistic. Ethics is always part 
of social realities.
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